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PREFACE

When I think about what first motivated me to write about controversial and

graphic films and how they relate to second-wave feminism, I can now point to a string of

inspiring moments. In a film course during my first year of graduate studies, I chose to do

a presentation on Carol Clover’s Men, Women, and Chain Saws (1992) because, honestly,

I just liked the flashy title. But upon reading it, I found myself intensely disagreeing with

Clover’s ideas about how the lone, surviving female is masculinized in slasher films such

as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974) and Halloween (1978). Moreover, I could name

more exceptions to than examples of Clover’s “Final Girl” theory. Apparently, I knew

something about horror movies.

In fact, watching horror films had always meant something vaguely liberating to

me. I remember really wanting to see Jaws (1975) in the theater and how unfair I thought

it was when my older brother went but my mom (wisely) decided that I, not even five

years old yet, was too young. My horror-movie viewing was thus relegated at this age to

late-night, televised airings of the relatively shock-free, but nevertheless seductive,

Hammer horror movies from the 1950s and ‘60s. These movies were an escape for me as

a child, but not in the presumed fantastical way. Quite practically, they afforded me the

always welcome opportunity to delay bedtime for as long as possible. Plus, in watching

them with my older brother, who otherwise had little use for me, I sensed that by liking

horror movies I could gain acceptance from boys, maybe even be invited into their

company. In high school, I felt so proud when a group of boys I had known for years

while growing up allowed me to watch the utter grotesquerie of the Faces of Death series

with them. We laughed and recoiled in disgust together.

A few years later (the night before I moved away to college, to be exact), my

boyfriend at the time and I decided to rent a horror movie. Scouring the aisles of the video

store for something we hadn’t already seen, we zeroed in on a box that featured a

tantalizing rear-shot photograph of a dirty, scraped, scantily clad woman gripping a

machete. Above the photo, a magnificent title: I Spit on Your Grave (1978). Assuming
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that this was your run-of-the-mill zombie/cannibal/slasher movie with just the right amount

of sex to please teenagers, we got it. Twenty minutes in, however, my friend and I knew

that this was not just another teen horror movie. The experience of watching I Spit on

Your Grave (the subject of Chapter 5 herein) stayed with me as it has for many others. But

it was not until graduate school a decade later that I began to appreciate how I Spit on

Your Grave and other controversial films from the late-1960s to the early 1980s have

something important to say about gender and feminism. 

But unlike my discrete memories of watching horror movies as a kid, I knew that

feminism had affected my entire life. I was in the middle of my formative years when the

second-wave women’s movement was at its peak of visibility and activity, and I started

kindergarten just a few years after Title IX enabled girls to participate in competitive

sports ‘just like the boys.’ In 1977, the high school girls’ basketball team in my hometown

won Illinois’ very first state championship, an accomplishment still celebrated there today.

My rural, working-class parents, despite their traditional and conservative views on most

matters, rarely if ever told me I should or shouldn’t do something because I was a girl.

Strong-willed, outspoken, and wearing a tee-shirt silkscreened with “Anything boys can

do girls can do better,” as a child I embodied the liberal feminist promise of gender

equality and the radical feminist spirit of women’s liberation that permeated public and

private discourses during the early to mid-1970s. Never knowing a world without

feminism, I grew up expecting, not just hoping, that I would simply develop into the

person I wanted and chose to be. Although obviously too young at the time to directly

participate in or even really understand the women’s movement, I felt its immediate effects

and learned, perhaps more than some my age, to see the world through feminist eyes. 

Like so many American kids from this era, however, I was raised and shaped by

popular media as much as I was by anyone and anything else. While soaking up feminist

messages about equality and liberation (and watching those Hammer horror movies), I

also could not escape the mixed messages sent by those negotiating the challenges of

feminism. Television’s now-infamous ‘jiggle’ generation of programs particularly
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influenced my perceptions of gender and, in retrospect, the meaning of feminism. At an

impressionably young age, I was one of millions who simply could not get enough of three

shows that each debuted in 1976: The Bionic Woman, Wonder Woman, and, the favorite,

Charlie’s Angels.  Every little girl I knew wanted to be Kelly, Sabrina, or Jill (or later1

Chris), and every male, young and old, wanted to be with one of them. The “three little

girls,” as their unseen yet omniscient boss Charlie referred to them, were fearless and

resourceful, single and career-oriented. They were also sweet, a little ditzy, and very, very

pretty. While incapable of developing an in-depth ideological critique at the time, I

realized years later that the paradoxical image of bikini-clad, high-heeled women

effortlessly running with guns and karate-chopping the bad guys had undoubtedly shaped

my and many others’ complicated ideas about what women should be. Negotiating how

much radical change feminism could make, the Angels simultaneously embodied feminist

ideals and raised the bar for traditional femininity.

Until I entered graduate school, all I really knew about feminism I had learned

from popular media and from others who had also been exposed to popular media. I

vividly remember people talking about a “battle of the sexes.” I can also recall televised

news images of long-haired women with big-framed glasses yelling and pumping their

picket signs up and down in front of big, white government buildings.  My dad, then, on2

more than one occasion, commented on how “Gloria” (as in Steinem) was “pretty nice

lookin’” compared to “those other women’s libbers.” As for the Equal Rights

Amendment, I remember someone, either a teacher or somebody on TV, seriously

informing me that it was bad because girls and boys would have to start using the same

public restrooms if it passed. While skewed, such remarks reveal how media discourses

have intersected and negotiated feminist discourses from the time of feminism’s

emergence. They also show that feminism once mattered enough for everyday people to

worry and talk about it.

But whereas there was once a feminist movement that attracted media attention,

media now primarily perpetuates the effects of feminism’s death. On the first Monday of
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February 2006, I was making a few revisions to my lecture on feminist movements in the

U.S. for an undergraduate Gender and Communication course when I heard the news that

Betty Friedan, author of the 1963 bestseller The Feminine Mystique and founder of the

National Organization for Women, had died, on her eighty-fifth birthday. Instantly, I

gasped and began to tear up a bit from the shock and the coincidence of it all. But the

more I thought about Friedan’s death, and then about the scant media attention it received

compared to the editorials, televised biographies, and dignitary-attended funeral of Coretta

Scott King who had died just five days earlier, the more saddened and frightened I

became. So few people seemed to care about Friedan and what she had done, and fewer

still seemed to see how any of it still matters. Feeling defeated and a little depressed, I

thought, “This is it. This is really it. Feminism really is dead now.”

In the decade prior to Friedan’s death, scholars and non-scholars alike had already

declared ours a ‘post-feminist’ era. Noting the increased number of women in workplaces

and college classrooms, some concluded that we didn’t need feminism anymore because

women had achieved social equality with men. Popular authors implied feminism’s futility

by encouraging us to simply accept the differences between men and women because,

after all, “men are from Mars and women are from Venus.” Harsher critics of feminism,

however, claimed that women were driving themselves crazy and turning their kids into

delinquents by trying to ‘have it all.’ The alternatives? Women who chose to devote their

lives to their families were sellouts and traitors to feminism; women who chose to focus

on their careers were bitter, lonely, and selfish (things I have been called innumerable

times since turning thirty). 

Many of the issues with which second-wave feminists in the late-1960s and 1970s

had concerned themselves remained unresolved in the 1990s as well. Women worked, but

they still earned only about seventy percent of what men made. Abortion, though legal,

looked less likely to remain so in some states, in some cases, and for some women. Rapists

and domestic abusers were tried and jailed for their crimes, but, according to well

publicized reports, there was no decrease in the number of crimes themselves. While
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experts and talkshow hosts instructed women to love and respect themselves for who they

are, girls were ravaging their bodies with eating disorders at higher rates than ever.

Stripping and pornography, once condemned as misogynous forms of female

objectification, became alleged avenues for female empowerment. And along with

television’s mini-skirted and neurotic Ally McBeal, the cheery and insipid Spice Girls

emerged as the faces of this post-feminism, as well as something called Grrrl Power. By

the end of the twentieth century, then, it looked as if feminism had either succeeded

wonderfully or failed miserably, creating more problems and conflicts than it had solved.

So, when Time magazine asked on its cover in 1998, “Is feminism dead?” I found it hard

to answer with anything except yes. But there was one consolation: At least some people

were still thinking and talking about it.

Today, not only are there few, if any, signs of an active feminist movement, it often

appears that even the memory of feminism has died as well. When, for example, I hear or

read reports about a growing trend of pre-adolescent girls performing oral sex on boys in

school bathrooms or on school busses so that the boys will “like” them, I am initially

sickened, but am then dumbfounded when the ‘experts’ assessing the situation fail to

mention sexism and oppression along with self-esteem and depression. When the majority

of my female undergraduate students (many of whom are engaged to be married by the

time they graduate) interpret the presentation of any kind of evidence about the

persistence of women’s oppression as “man-bashing,” and, worse, when they perceive

potential man-bashing as more troublesome than women’s oppression itself, I am initially

confused, but am then devastated by how far backwards we seem to have gone. Having

experienced the effects of second-wave feminism’s life cycle–its growth, its containment,

and its slow death–over the course of my own life, I think that where there was once at

least some openness to discussing and challenging women’s oppression, there is now an

overwhelming tendency to excuse it, trivialize it, or flatly deny that it even exists so as to

not offend someone else who matters more. Yet, everywhere I seem to look these days–in

personal, professional, public, and popular settings–both subtle and blatant offenses to
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women are treated as routine, acceptable, and even entertaining. And if that’s not

discouraging enough, when people vocalize their concerns about such offenses, they run

the risk of being called whiny, overly sensitive, high-maintenance, and humorless. 

Failing to acknowledge women’s continued oppression, or criticizing those who

do, is not only disgraceful given all the work that feminists have already done, it’s

dangerous because everyone suffers from such social regression. Pretending that women’s

oppression doesn’t exist, thereby allowing it to go unchecked, doesn’t sound much

different than the forced complacency of the “feminine mystique” that Betty Friedan

described nearly fifty years ago. Touting the increased presence of women in education

and the paid workforce similarly masks the need for some kind of deeper (yes, radical)

ideological change, for equal access does not mean equal treatment. But it is also

important to remember that gendering happens to males as well as females. While today’s

model of femininity may be starting to resemble a constrained one from decades ago, many

boys and men may find the rigid expectations for masculinity just as, if not more, stifling

and painful. To scold a little boy for crying, to encourage him to bully others, or to take

away his favorite toy for fear that it may ‘turn him into a sissy’ deters the boy from

developing into a person he may want to be, a person with very normal human emotions,

and instructs him how to treat others. Silencing the conversation about women’s

oppression, then, also closes the door on learning more about men and masculinity.

Moreover, if we are forced into silence about women’s oppression, then what other forms

of oppression will become unspeakable? If we forget feminism, then what other

movements for equality and liberation will also be forgotten? We all therefore need to

retain at least some feminist sensibility if we are to possess any hope of becoming more

respectful, peaceful, and satisfied human beings.

We therefore need to continue the conversation about feminism in order to keep

some sense of it alive. As a student and teacher of communication, and a social

constructionist at heart, I believe that the sharing of words and symbols shapes our

realities and drives historical change. If there are no words to describe something, then it’s
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difficult to make any sense out of it ourselves, let alone communicate with others about it.

Without the means of communication, things just don’t exist for us. In 1963, Betty

Friedan observed that millions of American women found their exclusive roles as

housewives and mothers unfulfilling. Yet, there wasn’t much that these women could do

about their situation because they were experiencing the effects of “the problem that has

no name.” Experts and popular media instructed these women that they had never had it

better, so any problems that they thought they were having existed only in their minds and

not in reality. Friedan, however, gave the problem a name–the feminine mystique–and

meticulously described what it was doing to these women. From this communication,

numerous other public and private discourses about women’s oppression emerged over

the next two decades, and countless individuals and social institutions negotiated the

meanings and effects of the second wave of feminism. Although feminism has always been

an F-word for some–and it would be misleading to suggest that even a large minority of

people understood, let alone embraced, the women’s movement during the

1970s–feminism did matter once. The movement, however, is gone now and, maybe, as

some of my feminist contemporaries–those who self-identify as “third wave”–contend, it’s

for the best because the second wave was plagued by infighting that left some women

feeling hurt and excluded. But it’s one thing that the movement is dead; it’s another that,

with the possible exception of academic feminism, its language and vision are dying too. 

It’s terribly simple: Things are forgotten if they are not remembered. It is not

enough, however, for only a few people to remember something. Unless something is

communicated to others, it dies, it fails to exist. The first wave of feminism lasted roughly

seventy years, from the Seneca Falls convention which produced the Declaration of

Sentiments and Resolutions in 1848 to the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.

Giving up on second-wave feminism now, after only forty-five years, may therefore be

premature. Without continuing the conversation about second-wave feminism, then, we

risk forgetting its purpose, its achievements and its failures, and thus the lessons it can still

teach us. We need to go back and look at some of the ways in which second-wave
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1. I not only spent a few precious allowance and birthday dollars on a poster of the three
Angels (so, no, it wasn’t the one with Farrah in the red bathing suit), I finagled my parents

feminists negotiated amongst themselves and how others negotiated feminism. This has

little to do with nostalgia. Rather, in considering discourses about and within second-wave

feminism, we might learn more about how the movement’s infighting contributed to its

demise, how feminism was contained, and why feminism is despised by so many people

today. We might therefore also gain more insight in how to remedy the movement’s

mistakes, how to adapt to resistance more effectively, and how to address the issues still

germane to women’s oppression. Along the way, we will also explore the discursive

processes and contexts of social change. People fear change and, ultimately, embracing

feminism or any other social movement or set of beliefs is a choice. People have to want

to change. But if feminism is forgotten, then we’re not even giving them that choice. 

Now, I am fully aware that for roughly the past fifteen years there has been much

talk about a third wave of feminism. (Indeed, I will review some of the work which

positions itself as third wave as well as that which assesses it.) That I know of its existence

yet still believe that feminism is quickly being forgotten is not intended to offend those

associated with the third wave nor should it imply that I have naïvely accepted feminism’s

death because its opponents have wished it dead and thus proclaimed it to be so. Instead,

this belief conveys my skepticism about the third wave’s theoretical originality, my

apprehension about its political utility, and my frustration with its need to move on and

away from the second wave, especially because the second wave remains so

misunderstood. Yes, the second wave had its theoretical and practical shortcomings, but it

actually did things, it stood for something, and it scared a lot of people, which, given its

radical agenda, was necessary. I guess if there’s one thing about third-wave feminism, as it

has developed so far, that is relevant to me is its purported embrace of contradiction and

individual choice. Given my age, my recognition of the role that feminism has played in my

life, my immersion in popular culture, and my invocation of the word “choice,” I would

seem an exemplar of third-wave feminism. But I am not. I still choose the scary feminism.

Notes
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into letting me stay up one hour later the night Charlie’s Angels was on if I promised to
go to bed ten minutes earlier the other six nights of the week. My parents, maybe just
proud that I devised the plan all on my own, failed, fortunately for me, to enforce the
earlier bedtime.

2. In hindsight, that was probably one of the large protests held in the late-1970s or early
1980s encouraging the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment.
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Given feminists’ longstanding concerns about the ideological effects of media

images, and prompted by the lack of, but continued need for, feminist activism today,

some feminist scholars have become increasingly interested in how popular media shape

public understandings of feminism, represent its issues, and define its history.

Communication scholars also appreciate that both media texts and social movements are

produced and received within particular historical contexts, and that controversies over

either are discursive sites in which cultural and political values clash and their meanings

are negotiated. During the 1970s, second-wave feminism, especially its radical wing, was a

controversial movement which threatened to disrupt basic relations between women and

men and, therefore, has been much maligned by men, women, anti-feminists, and a new

generation of self-proclaimed feminists. Yet, the second wave is often portrayed

inaccurately. This dissertation thus reviews key works, theories, and events associated

with radical feminism as well as the debates between it and other schools of feminist

thought–liberal, Marxist/socialist, psychoanalytic, cultural, and various ‘new’ feminisms.

Then, employing a context-sensitive form of ideological criticism, I examine three films,

their promotional strategies, their mainstream critical and scholarly receptions, and how

these elements converged with particular feminist discourses within their shared historical

contexts. Specifically, I investigate why the horror films Rosemary’s Baby (1968), I Spit
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on Your Grave (1978), and Snuff (1976)–which each featured an exposed, vulnerable,

violated, or ‘monstrous’ female body–became objects of controversy when they tapped

into the contemporaneous feminist issues of reproduction, rape, and pornography,

respectively, and how the films’ receptions reveal ways in which people have made sense

of feminism and its issues. I contend that these controversies, both individually and when

viewed as a series, were symptomatic of the hegemonic negotiations of second-wave

feminism and its attempts to publicize discourses about sex, violence, and the female body,

negotiations which were occurring both inside and outside the women’s movement.

Through these controversial cases, then, we can see feminism’s transformation–from an

active movement which criticized the structures of women’s oppression to a discursive

and primarily academic enterprise focused more on criticizing itself.
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INTRODUCTION: FEMINISM & POPULAR MEDIA

In the aftermath of the baby-booming, post-World War II era of suburbanization

and consumerism, a second wave of feminism emerged. The American feminist movement

had lapsed into a doldrums following the hard-fought and long-awaited ratification of the

Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. But during the 1960s, many women began to openly

question both their roles in the domestic sphere and the impact of popular media on their

lives. Indeed, when Betty Friedan sparked feminism’s revival with her 1963 bestseller The

Feminine Mystique, she argued that women’s lack of fulfillment was due in large part to

an unrealistic and confining image of the ‘ideal’ American woman that pervaded the media

landscape of the 1950s. Friedan (1963/1983) drew a detailed portrait of the inescapable

“happy housewife heroine”:

The suburban housewife—she was the dream image of the young American
women and the envy, it was said, of women all over the world. . . . She was
healthy, beautiful, educated, concerned only about her husband, her children, her
home. . . .

[T]his mystique of feminine fulfillment became the cherished and self-
perpetuating core of contemporary American culture. Millions of women lived
their lives in the image of those pretty pictures of the American suburban
housewife, kissing their husbands goodbye in the front of the picture window,
depositing their stationwagonsful of children at school, and smiling as they ran the
new electric waxer over the spotless kitchen floor. They baked their own bread,
sewed their own and their children’s clothes, kept their new washing machines and
dryers running all day. They changed the sheets on the beds twice a week instead
of once, took the rug-hooking class in adult education, and pitied their poor
frustrated mothers, who had dreamed of having a career. Their only dream was to
be perfect wives and mothers; their highest ambition to have five children and a
beautiful house, their only fight to get and keep their husbands. They had no
thought for the unfeminine problems of the world outside the home; they wanted
the men to make the major decisions. They gloried in their role as women, and
wrote proudly on the census blank: “Occupation: housewife.” (p. 18)

Thereafter, second-wave feminists, with an overall goal of improving women’s lives,

challenged this and other restrictive and harmful images of women as well as the various

social institutions that produce and perpetuate them.

Inspired by Friedan, but armed with more-radical theories about patriarchy,
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subjectivity, and false consciousness, some feminists began to focus on the increasingly

violent and sexual medium of film in the early 1970s. In the first issue of the short-lived

journal Women and Film (1972), Sharon Smith conveyed second-wave feminists’

frustrations about degrading portrayals of women, as well as their concerns about the

ideological effects of male-dominated media:

Women, in any fully human form, have almost completely been left out of film. . . .
That is, from its very beginning they were present, but not in characterizations any
self-respecting person could identify with. . . . Through history males have done
almost all the writing and filmmaking, naturally from a male point of view. Of
course that point of view has been molded and tempered by the culture each man
lived in. However, in modern times, through the sudden (historically speaking)
sophistication of the media and their uses, there exists a very large possibility that
media now shape cultural attitudes, as well as reflect them. The attitudes of the
(traditionally male) filmmakers towards women, and the roles they typically give
them in films, must be evaluated in this light. (p. 13, emphasis orig.)

Over the next two years, Molly Haskell’s (1974/1987), Joan Mellen’s (1973/1975), and

Marjorie Rosen’s (1974) book-length analyses of women’s images in film were published,

and in Claire Johnston’s Notes on Women’s Cinema (1973/1999), a critical feminist film

theory emerged. Then, in 1975, Laura Mulvey’s now-famous explication of the sadistic,

masculine gaze of the Hollywood cinematic apparatus, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative

Cinema” (1988), appeared in Screen. Since then, feminist media criticism has flourished,

and scholars have continued to theorize the relationships among media texts, spectators,

social institutions, and political ideologies.

Over the last decade or so, however, some feminist scholars have become more

interested in what popular media can tell us about the image of feminism itself–its history,

its issues, and its effects. Of Mulvey’s landmark essay and the ideological-psychoanalytic

tradition of media criticism it spawned, Jacinda Read (2000) observes, “This cycle has

been largely concerned with analysing the construction of femininity in popular texts. It is

time, however, I think, that we applied the same kind of constructionist analysis to

feminism itself” (pp. 12-13, italics orig.). To that end, Read analyzes how rape-revenge

films from the past century have produced popular understandings of feminism. Bonnie
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Dow also has looked less at media images of women and more at media interpretations of

feminism or, as she puts it in Prime-Time Feminism (1996), where she explores how the

“liberated woman” has been represented in fictional television programs, “how feminist

rhetoric and events were absorbed, structured, and represented in media discourse for

public consumption” (p. xvi). Subsequently, Dow has examined: how television news

coverage of the 1970 Women’s Strike for Equality kept at “a safe distance” “the profound

threat to cherished gender roles that the feminists represented” by spectacularizing the

event as entertainment and objectifying the protestors’ appearance (1999, p. 155); how

media discourse about New York Radical Women’s protest at the 1968 Miss America

pageant persists to use the image of the “neurotic, unattractive,” “bra-burning” feminist

“to trivialize feminists’ critique of beauty politics” and now frames the pageant itself as a

“empowering vocation” for the women who, by choice, compete in it (2003, p. 129); and

how a 1970 ABC News documentary on the women’s movement both “stabilized and

repaired perceptions of the meaning of the second wave” and “insert[ed] it into dominant

narratives about social change in the U.S.” (2004, p. 54).

These and other works in communication studies have realized that mass media

actively participate in the ongoing ideological process of defining feminism and its issues.

Patricia Bradley (2003) investigates how news media from 1963 to 1975 commodified and

curtailed the women’s movement by pitting feminists against each other, reducing the

second wave to the quest for “equal pay for equal work,” and portraying women who

advocated further change as “strident.” In Defining Women (1994), Julie D’Acci focuses

on how the creators of the television series Cagney & Lacey negotiated the meanings of

“woman” and “femininity” during the 1980s anti-feminist backlash, and in “Leading Up to

Roe v. Wade” (1999), she studies how four television documentaries’ quest for “balance”

shaped and defined the debates about abortion and population control during the 1960s

and early ‘70s. Lisa Cuklanz (2000) considers how the feminist rape-reform movement

(what I call the anti-rape movement) has influenced portrayals of rape on television, while

Sarah Projansky (2001) analyzes how post-feminist discourse has affected representations
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of rape in television and film. And Naomi Rockler (2006) and Sherryl Vint (2007), looking

at the television series Friends and the recent film versions of The Stepford Wives (2004)

and Bewitched (2005), respectively, each argue that these texts reflect the depoliticized

rhetoric of individual empowerment associated with post- and third-wave feminisms and

make a mockery out of second-wave feminist concerns about the structural and systemic

oppression of women. Although different, each of these works appreciates that media and

feminist discourses have historically intersected, and together they encourage us to see

that media represent feminism, feminism has imprinted itself upon media, and that in and

through media discourse feminism and its effects are revealed.

My project also concerns how popular media, specifically films and discourses

surrounding them, have negotiated and represented feminism and its issues. I am

particularly interested in what the history of film can reveal about the history of second-

wave feminism from the late-1960s to the early 1980s, and how and why the politics of

film converged with the politics of feminism within a shared historical context. Second-

wave feminism was a controversial movement that tried to bridge the discursive and

material barriers between public and private by making so-called personal issues politically

visible and significant. Contemporaneously, there was an explosion of explicitly sexual and

graphically violent films–a burst that some critics at the time (e.g., Haskell, 1974/1987;

Ebert, 1981) surmised was a response to the threat posed by the women’s movement. I

will therefore concentrate my study on controversial filmic ‘events,’ which include the

films as well as their promotion and reception, and what they may tell us about the public

negotiation of second-wave feminism and its own polemical discourses about sex,

violence, and the female body. Specifically, I will look at why three films–Rosemary’s

Baby (1968), I Spit on Your Grave (1978), and Snuff (1976)–became objects of

controversy when they tapped into three “radical” feminist discourses–reproduction, rape,

and pornography, respectively–and how the films’ receptions reveal ways in which people

made sense of feminism and its issues. I am therefore working from the understanding that

controversial media texts are sites in which we can see the negotiation of social issues
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(Eberly, 2000; Hanczor, 1997).

I am also especially interested in the history and politics of second-wave feminism

as a movement. Although anti-feminists and, more problematically, contemporary post-

and third-wave feminists often perceive and portray the second wave as static and

monolithic (Harnois, 2008; Kinser, 2004; Orr, 1997; Purvis, 2004; Showden, 2009;

Snyder, 2008), it was comprised of diverse perspectives on women’s oppression (e.g.,

radical, liberal, cultural) and plagued by constant infighting from its birth in 1963 to its

death in the early 1980s.  And for every success the second wave achieved, the backlash1

against it grew, forcing it to adapt and change as the world around it did. Thus, in order to

more fully appreciate feminism as a movement, I will emphasize second-wave feminism’s

internal struggles and its shifting focus from one issue to another. While each controversial

filmic event I will discuss represented and negotiated its respective feminist issue

(reproduction, rape, or pornography), the controversies, when seen as a series, also reveal

the debates and changes taking place within feminism itself. Generally, I have designed this

project to show how media controversies are useful case studies through which to

investigate the clash between private and public discourses and the contextual

intersections of cultural and political forces. Specifically, I hope to show how the

controversies surrounding Rosemary’s Baby and reproduction, I Spit on Your Grave and

rape, and Snuff and pornography were symptomatic, individually and serially, of both the

internal and wider hegemonic negotiations of second-wave feminism and its discourses

about sex, violence, and the female body. Whereas less controversial media make a ‘weak’

version of feminism palatable to the general public by tempering or removing its essentially

disruptive, threatening core (Bradley, 2003; cf. Dow, 2004), the films I will discuss were

controversial precisely because they didn’t.

Feminism remains an important area of inquiry because, simply, we still need it.

Indeed, 

• Women’s reproductive freedoms continue to erode, as evidenced by: the so-
called Partial-Birth Abortion Ban Act of 2003 and the U.S. Supreme Court’s
upholding of it in 2007; more states (now 34) requiring parental, or even
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judicial, consent for abortions (Guttmacher Institute, 2010); and the current
battle over health insurance provisions for abortions. 

• Women are still battered, raped, and exploited at rates that dramatically exceed
those of men. Julia Wood (2005) compiles many statistics pertaining to the
physical abuse of women, including that in the U.S. “women are seven times
more likely than men to suffer moderate to severe physical injury at the hands
of an intimate” (p. 267). According to the U.S. Department of Justice, in 2003
nine in ten rape victims were female (Rape, Abuse and Incest National
Network, 2009). And we must also not forget the “honor” killing of women
and the sexual slavery of millions of young girls around the world. 

• Many women still earn less money than men–about 78 cents to a man’s
dollar–which can add up to a loss of tens of thousands of dollars over a lifetime
(Center for American Progress, 2009). And as the Supreme Court case of
Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. (2007) recently reminded us, there’s
no way to force employers to pay women wages equal to those of men, and it’s
difficult to seek justice when they don’t.

• Many married women with jobs outside the home still work a “second shift” by
performing more domestic duties than men–27 hours per week on homemaking
and childcare to men’s 16, or about 65% of the work (Wood, 2005, p. 184).

• “Nearly twice as many women (12 percent) as men (6.6 percent) are affected
by a depressive disorder each year” (“Women and Depression,” 2009). The
National Institute of Mental Health (2008) reports that of those with the eating
disorders anorexia and bulemia, 85-95% are female, and, although they are less
likely to succeed, women attempt suicide two to three times more often than
men.

• Women often pay more (up to 30-40% higher rates) than men for the same
health insurance policies (Pear, 2008).

• While touted as a “record” number, of the 535 members of the 111  U.S.th

Congress, only 93 are women (Manning & Shogan, 2009).

This is a familiar feminist litany of sex-based inequalities and, because of its currency, may

suggest that second-wave feminism failed. But such an assessment is untenable. When we

consider women’s lack of rights and choices prior to feminism, many women (at least

white, middle-class women in the U.S.) clearly have more now. As bell hooks (1984)

succinctly stated, “Being oppressed means the absence of choices” (p. 5, italics orig.).

Yet, Dow (2005) observes, “One motivation for the recent surge of scholarship on the

second wave is the renewed importance of understanding its problems and possibilities



7

during a period when many of its gains are simultaneously taken for granted and under

attack” (p. 91). To therefore acknowledge that we still need feminism does nothing to

discount its past accomplishments. In fact, it’s telling that the same observations made

decades ago can still be made today. Not only is feminism still necessary, perhaps,

precisely because of the oft-heard remarks about feminism’s failures or its irrelevance in

our so-called post-feminist world, feminism is now more necessary than ever. But apart

from feminist academics, the continued existence of mainstream organizations such as the

National Organization for Women, and the steady stream of books declaring themselves

evidence of a third wave of feminism (e.g., Baumgardner & Richards, 2000; Dicker &

Piepmeier, 2003; Findlen, 1995; Heywood, 2006a, 2006b; Labaton & Martin, 2004;

Walker, 1995), a discernable feminist agenda or movement is virtually nonexistent.

According to Claire Snyder (2008), “Third-wave feminism is not yet a social movement”

(p. 193), and she (Snyder-Hall, 2010) contends that “Because it strives to be inclusive of

all,” “third-wave feminism will probably never produce the kind of collective social

movement that existed in the second wave” (p. 260).

It’s therefore been proposed that we must better understand feminism’s history if

we are to envision feminism’s future. In Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake’s edited

collection Third Wave Agenda (1997), Deborah Siegel urges young women to seek

common ground with earlier feminists and assess their successes and failures in order to

activate a feminism which addresses women’s current needs and experiences. She writes,

In light of contemporary debates about necessary sites for feminist activism,
discrepancies in assessments of progress made and work left undone, and disputes
over the status of a shared feminist vocabulary, the question of how my generation
might continue to tell the story of women’s movements—and make feminist
history—takes on increasing significance. 

Given that conservative pundits and some representatives of the mainstream
American press have prematurely pronounced ours a “post-feminist” era, the need
to continue to make feminist history—and to establish affinities within and
between waves along the way—becomes increasingly urgent. (p. 58, italics orig.;
cf. Purvis, 2004)

Yet, even if feminism’s demise has been overstated–most blatantly when Time magazine
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asked on its cover in 1998, “Is feminism dead?” (Bellafante, 1998)–many Americans,

while overtly claiming to support a liberal notion of equality for women, denounce the

movement which fought for exactly that (Wood, 2005), and a majority of young women,

even if they don’t outright reject the label “feminist,” are either ambivalent about or

indifferent to what it means (Aronson, 2003). For some, this may simply be due to the

passage of time; few under the age of forty experienced the tumultuous events of the

1960s and ‘70s firsthand, and new problems and issues concern us today (terrorism,

autism, obesity, cyberbullying, global warming, etc.). But ignorance of feminism does not

adequately explain why people are either opposed to it or unmotivated to support it. The

repudiation of feminism is undoubtedly due to the efficacy of the anti-feminist backlash

which gained momentum during the 1970s and continues today and the ‘negative’

stereotypes–“hairy, man-hating, lesbian, ugly, radical, and bra-burning”–which “have been

prevalent for so long that they have become the standard conception of feminists”

(Sowards & Renegar, 2004, p. 540).

The ubiquity of anti-feminist (or a-feminist) sentiments and the growing distance

from a visibly active feminist movement point, then, to why popular media discourse has

become so crucial to understanding feminism’s past and present. As indicated at the outset

of this chapter, one of second-wave feminists’ many endeavors was to critique the ways in

which male-dominated media objectify and degrade women, a practice which became a

movement in itself with the feminist anti-pornography crusade in the late-1970s and early

‘80s. Many “grrrl power” third-wave feminists today, however, not only reject second

wavers’ judgmentalness, which they see as prudish (Snyder-Hall, 2010), they equate

empowerment with “having the power to make choices, regardless of what those choices

are” (Shugart, Waggoner, & Hallstein, 2001, p. 195) and perceive “possibilities for

emancipation through the consumption of popular culture” (Sowards & Renegar, 2004, p.

544, italics added), including media images which “embrace standard tropes of feminine

sexuality,” thereby “participat[ing] in female objectification” and “‘ironically’ adopting the

male gaze as their own” (Showden, 2009, p. 176; cf. Johnson, 2003). For some, “Popular
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culture has . . . become a viable forum for third wave feminist consciousness-raising”

(Sowards & Renegar, p. 543). Others, however, are concerned that “without some

clarification of how the hybrid engagement of political activism and cultural production

works, the focus on individualism and culture looks more like an abdication of politics

than a new way of doing politics” (Showden, p. 184); that “the rhetoric of ‘choice’ . . .

takes the focus off the ways in which women’s choices are often overdetermined by

societal structures and cultural traditions. This is an important point because feminism is

fundamentally about transforming patriarchal culture and society” (Snyder-Hall, p. 256);

and, similarly, that adopting “an ‘anything goes’ feminism may ultimately compromise the

fundamental tenet of feminism: to expose and rectify the oppression of women” (Shugart,

2001, p. 164). Indeed, for some, young women’s fascination with popular culture is proof

of feminism’s death: “If the feminism of the ‘60s and ‘70s was steeped in research and

obsessed with social change, feminism today is wed to the culture of celebrity and self-

obsession” (Bellafante, 1998, p. 37). 

These concerns aside for now (I will return to them in Chapter 7), what the above

suggests is that, for better or worse, popular culture is where and what feminism is today.

I don’t mean in the sense just described (that consuming it may be a feminist strategy), but

in the sense that, in the absence of a movement, popular representations of feminism are

what remain, and this is why, I believe, if we are to better understand feminism’s history,

we need to examine these representations and how people make sense of them. Jennifer

Wicke (1998) contends, “The celebrity zone is the public sphere where feminism is

negotiated, where it is now in most active cultural play” (p. 390). In The Rhetorics of

Feminism (2004), Lynne Pearce also argues, based on her own research and Hilary Hinds

and Jackie Stacey’s work on representations of “celebrity” feminists in the British press,

that “second-wave feminism is a discourse that is understood by the public almost entirely

through a set of stereotypes and icons (both personalities and events) that have circulated

in the press since the early days of the women’s liberation movement” (p. 23). If we think

of this in terms of Richard Dyer’s classic work Stars (1979), then feminism today is more
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an assemblage of popular representations–personae and images constructed by the

interplay of various signs and media texts–than a political movement. Referring to one

particular medium, Lauren Rabinovitz (1999) claims that “television’s representation of

feminism is a central, crucial means by which feminism is framed for the public” (p. 163).

And Read (2000) further states, “The decline of the feminist movement . . . has also meant

that popular culture has become one of the primary realms in which feminism is now

‘lived’ and experienced by the majority of women ” (pp. 3-4). Accordingly, her analysis of

rape-revenge films is premised on the following: 

[W]e cannot afford to ignore the fact that we are living in a culture in which ideas
about feminism and its history are as, if not more, likely to be gleaned from
popular culture than from reading feminist theory. There is an increasingly urgent
need for an analysis of this phenomenon and its implications for feminism. (p. 7,
italics added)

Answering the calls to engage both the history and popular representations of

feminism, I therefore hope my work contributes to a better understanding of the meaning

and cultural value, or lack thereof, of second-wave feminism today. As for my particular

objects of study and the way in which I will approach them, which I explain further in the

next chapter, I, as a student of communication, seek to better appreciate the social

functions of controversial media texts. I think that examining films which encouraged

people to discuss the real-life issues represented therein, and then what those people

actually said, helps us to discern what was at stake for audiences. In this project, then, I

will argue that the function of the controversies surrounding Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on

Your Grave, and Snuff was to negotiate radical feminism and the issues of reproduction,

rape, and pornography, and that what was at stake were the very ways in which men and

women lived their lives and related to each other, which feminism, of course, hoped to

completely transform. No wonder the films were controversial. That said, I will now

explain why, exactly, I will focus on radical feminism, these three issues, and these three

films.

Radical Issues

Reproduction, rape, and pornography all pertain to sexuality and the female body,
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which are precisely what radical feminists claimed men use to dominate women. Issues

about the body and sexuality were therefore, according to radical feminists, not only

personal but political. A tenet of radical feminism, then, was that openly discussing–first

through consciousness-raising and then by publicly speaking-out and

protesting–oppressive relations in the domestic sphere and the private domain of the body

would disrupt patriarchy and help end women’s oppression. But, as I will elaborate on in

Chapter 1, numerous scholars have pondered the difficulties associated with introducing

so-called private issues into a public sphere that some contend marginalizes or

spectacularizes women’s concerns due to an inherent masculine bias. At stake, then, is

whether any feminist discourse can ever produce the changes it hopes to achieve, or if it is

doomed to exacerbate women’s status as the “other.” Radical feminism, with its explicit

attempts to shatter the barrier between public and private, is therefore a useful starting

point if trying to better understand our own peculiar world–one in which the most

mundane and intimate details of people’s lives are readily on display across the media

spectrum, while continued observations of sexism are perceived as mere whines and

“complaints” (Berlant, 1988).

There are several additional and related reasons for examining radical feminism and

reproduction, rape, and pornography discourses. As for radical feminism and reproduction

issues, specifically abortion, Ellen Willis (1989) contends that if we want to understand

one we must understand the other. She recalls, “Radical feminists’ first major public effort

was a militant campaign for abortion law repeal; more than any other issue, abortion

embodied and symbolized our fundamental demand—not merely formal equality for

women but genuine self determination” (p. vii). So, according to Willis, “To put the

abortion conflict and its prospects in perspective, to avoid continually reinventing the

wheel, we need to understand a complex piece of history. . . . We need, in short, to

understand radical feminism” (p. ix). Abortion, however, was not only a radical feminist

issue. In 1970, Cellestine Ware claimed, “Presently, abortion is the one issue on which all

women’s groups have agreed to fight” (p. 121). In truth, not every feminist wanted to
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address the abortion issue (e.g., the Women’s Equity Action League [Rosen, 2000]) and,

certainly, not every woman supported abortion rights. Still, abortion was one of the first

issues tackled by second-wave feminists, the vast majority of whom, despite their

disagreements over other issues, did endorse women’s free and unfettered access to it. For

this reason, and because the abortion issue is as controversial today as it ever was, I

believe that exploring key discourses about reproduction and abortion from the 1960s is

valuable to feminist and communication scholars, as well as others generally concerned

with reproductive freedom today.

The rape and pornography issues and their association with radical feminism are

more complicated and contested, however, which is why they deserve continued attention.

According to Alice Echols (1989), by 1973, “There was less activism, especially around

abortion and childcare—two issues central to early radical feminism” (p. 200) because, in

part, “Beginning in 1971 the focus of radical feminist activism started to shift to the issue

of rape” (p. 201). Within a few short years, however, both radical feminism and the anti-

rape movement would be transformed. Due to a number of factors, not the least of which

was the divisiveness among radical feminists themselves, radical feminism was eclipsed by

both the pro-woman essentialism of cultural feminism and the “‘pull-yourself-up-by-your-

bootstraps’ brand of [liberal] feminism” that “many women came to embrace” (Echols, p.

199). While liberal feminists such as Betty Friedan continued to promote equal rights for

women in the public realms of education and employment, cultural feminists took most of

radical feminism’s issues, including rape, in a new direction. Due to another set of factors,

including radical feminists’ own increasing emphasis on helping female victims of sexual

violence (Matthews, 1994), what began as a radical feminist effort to prevent rape turned

into a cultural feminist campaign against pornography, the latter of which eventually put

the proverbial nail in the coffin of second-wave feminism. Although cultural feminism was

an offshoot of radical feminism, and the anti-pornography movement an extension of anti-

rape efforts, the subtle yet important distinctions among them are often ignored or,

perhaps, simply not known. In Echols’ words, “Radical feminism is so poorly understood
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and so frequently conflated with cultural feminism” (p. 6) because, in part, “cultural

feminists almost always identified themselves as radical feminists” (p. 7; cf. Willis, 1984).

This, then, may be justification enough to focus on radical feminism and establish what,

exactly, constituted it, distinguished it from, and connected it to other schools of feminist

thought. Accordingly, Chapters 2 and 3 will provide a detailed review of radical feminism

as well as the forms of feminism it developed in response to–liberal and

Marxist/socialist–and those often conflated with it–cultural and psychoanalytic. 

But perhaps the most compelling reason to concentrate on radical feminism is that

it was, and remains, the most admonished form of feminism, both inside and outside the

women’s movement. Today–from conservative radio personality Rush Limbaugh’s

references to “feminazis” to former U.S. Senator Rick Santorum’s (2005) call for mothers

to stay at home–a popular sentiment is that feminism in general, but radical feminism in

particular, ruined our families, damaged society, and caused more problems for women

than it solved.  Such arguments, however, are hardly new. Feminism, since its first wave2

emerged in the mid-nineteenth century, has been criticized and thwarted. And soon after

the second wave gained national attention via a “grand press blitz” in 1970–cover stories

in Newsweek, Atlantic Monthly, Saturday Review, and The New York Times Magazine;

front-page coverage in The New York Times; features on all three broadcast television

networks (Dow, 2004)–feminists reported signs of an emergent backlash, including

receiving bomb threats (“Women’s Liberation Revisited,” 1972). By 1991, Susan Faludi

had gathered enough evidence to write the 552-page bestseller, Backlash: The

Undeclared War Against American Women. 

By the early 1980s, feminist insiders had already begun to take stock of what the

second wave had accomplished and what had gone wrong. In the shrewd, reflective essay,

“Radical Feminism and Feminist Radicalism” (1984), Ellen Willis, herself a radical

feminist, identified radical feminism’s factionalism, theoretical inconsistency and simplicity,

and rejection of psychoanalysis as major reasons why it was ultimately overshadowed by

both the “female values” moralism of cultural feminism and the apolitical “self-
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improvement” message of the Ms. magazine-style of liberal feminism. Betty Friedan,

however, was less willing to criticize her own liberal wing for either feminism’s unfulfilled

goals or the backlash against the women’s movement. In The Second Stage (1981), her

second followup to The Feminine Mystique, Friedan claimed that the women’s movement

had successfully broken through the feminine mystique, but blamed the “extremist rhetoric

of sexual politics” (p. 31) and the “ludicrous fulminations of radical feminists” for derailing

the movement and exacerbating the backlash against it (p. 29). Besides remarking that

certain notable radical feminists were hypocrites (she described them but coyly didn’t

name names), Friedan de-politicized and re-personalized radical feminism’s rhetoric of

male dominance by arguing that it was simply the personal reaction of a few disgruntled

hippie “chicks” without familial roots who had been treated badly by men in the New Left.

Friedan emphasized that they “did not speak for the women’s movement. They were an

embarrassment we had to endure, to keep up that solid front of sisterhood” (p. 26). 

Friedan (1981) also claimed that radical feminists’ sexual politics, particularly their

focus on rape and pornography, had been a waste of energy and a diversion from the “real

and difficult political and economic battle for equality for women in society” (p. 31).

Friedan explained why she had refused a request to speak at a March Against

Pornography: “It seemed irrelevant, wrong, for women to be wasting energy marching

against pornography—or any other sexual issue—when their very economic survival was

at stake” (p. 7). Later, she referred to how “many of us had objected to wasting our own

feminist energy on ‘Band-Aid’ services, like rape centers or battered-wife shelters or

women’s health centers, which, we thought, didn’t really change anything” (p. 263).

Making no distinction between rape and pornography–like cultural feminists

themselves–Friedan further argued that the energy-draining anti-rape and anti-

pornography efforts actually served to disempower women:

[T]he women’s movement directed too much of its energy into sexual politics,
from personal bedroom wars against men to mass marches against rape and
pornography to ‘take back the night.’ Sexual war against men is an irrelevant, self-
defeating acting out of rage. It does not change the conditions of our lives.
Obsession with rape, even offering Band-Aids to its victims, is a kind of wallowing



15

in that victim-state, that impotent rage, that sterile polarization. . . . [I]t dissipates
our own well-springs of generative power. (p. 201, italics added; cf. p. 246)

For Friedan (1981), then, radical feminists’ sexual politics not only “distorted the

main thrust of the women’s movement for equality,” it also “gave its enemies a powerful

weapon. For it played into the fears and violated the feelings and needs of a great many

women, and men, who still look to the family for security, love, roots in life” (p. 26, italics

added). Facing the Reagan administration and the newly formed Moral Majority, and with

less than a year to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), Friedan’s purpose was to

encourage continued support for the ERA and abortion rights, as well as clarify that

feminism was not anti-family, it just believed that women should have a choice. So, in

addition to blaming radical feminism for endangering the women’s movement itself,

Friedan argued that it had fueled the anti-feminist backlash:

For the reactive rhetoric of sexual politics, distorting or denying certain painful or
taken-for-granted realities of women’s life, hardened into a ritual feminist mystique
that triggered an even more distorted and virulent antifeminist reaction. When
extremists—both feminists and anti-feminists—perpetuate the myth that equality
means death to the family, other women, especially younger women, have a hard
time figuring out what their real options are, and their own real feelings. (pp. 32-
33)

Friedan therefore concluded that radical feminism’s sexual politics has been

a diversionary tool with which the forces of political, economic and religious
reaction—whose power is indeed threatened by women’s movement to
equality—seek not only to beat women back but also to distract people generally
from their economic-political exploitation and divert them from their own
autonomy. (p. 246)

For the already iconic Friedan, who many have considered the defacto architect of the

second-wave women’s movement itself, to make such damaging claims about radical

feminism gave credence to similar arguments made outside the movement. Moreover,

although cultural feminists didn’t usually call themselves such, Friedan’s conflation of the

anti-rape and anti-pornography movements further evidences the conflation of radical and

cultural feminism.

We can then hear Friedan’s (1981) arguments against ‘radical’ feminism echoed
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over a decade later in the work of a new generation of self-proclaimed feminists, more

aptly called post-feminists–“young, conservative feminists who explicitly define themselves

against and criticize feminists of the second wave” (Heywood & Drake, 1997, p. 1). Rene

Denfeld (1995), Elizabeth Fox-Genovese (1996), Katie Roiphe (1993), Christina Hoff

Sommers (1995), and Naomi Wolf (1994), among others, have condemned, in their own

best-selling books, what they consider ‘radical’ feminism. These authors, particularly

Roiphe and Sommers, attribute both the anti-rape and anti-pornography crusades to

radical feminism, and then blame anti-rape feminists for dis-empowering women with a

rhetoric of victimization and fault anti-pornography feminists for promoting puritanical

norms of sexuality. They thus denounce the “victim” and “gender” feminism espoused by

“extremists” and “so-called radicals” such as Mary Daly, Carol Gilligan, Andrea Dworkin,

Catharine MacKinnon, Robin Morgan, and Adrienne Rich, all of whom, Denfeld argues,

“would take us back to a time worse than our mother’s day” (p. 10). Yet, as I will argue

in Chapter 3, many of the ideas of these very same “so-called radicals” were actually more

aligned with the philosophies of cultural feminism (cf. Willis, 1984). 

What is important to understand at this point, however, is that, fairly or not,

radical feminism is the most chastised form of second-wave feminism and, accurately or

not, it is usually associated with the issues of both rape and pornography. Furthermore, it

appears that as such perceptions become more ingrained, radical feminism becomes

increasingly synonymous with second-wave feminism as a whole, thereby encouraging

criticism of the entire feminist movement. In a review of Roiphe’s, Sommers’, and Wolf’s

books, Julia Wood (1996) finds that these post-feminist authors “define feminism by a few

isolated issues while suppressing nuanced, thoughtful dialogues among feminists about

these very issues” (p. 180). Wood then posits that such representations of feminism “echo

centrist beliefs embraced by a substantial segment of the United States population” (p.

171) and “influence the opinions of the general public” (p. 172). Therefore, Wood

concludes, such representations should be important to those “interested in discursive

constructions of life, in general, and of women and feminism, in particular” (p. 171).
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Considering, then, the influence that a visual medium such as film has on the general

public, it is, I believe, just as vital to investigate its representations of feminism, especially

those of the frequently maligned form known as radical feminism and the issues associated

with it.

Radical Films

Although the scholars I cited earlier for their recent analyses of popular

representations of feminism do not focus on radical feminism, controversial films from the

1960s and ‘70s, or feminism’s internal debates, per se, their case study approach does

inform my analyses of feminist discourses and media controversies and, to some extent,

my selection of particular films. D’Acci (1994), for instance, writes of her book-length

study of the production and reception battles over Cagney & Lacey, “[T]he only way to

understand how meanings, media, gender, and power actually interrelate and operate is to

examine the details of a specific cultural instance” (pp. 4-5). Projansky (2001) also states

that a case study “approach to individual texts, subjects, and/or events is useful in

understanding a series of complex social issues and discourses” (p. 18). She further

regards certain films as cultural “events,” including 1991’s Thelma & Louise, which she

chose to investigate “because it is the most discussed (in both popular culture and

scholarly criticism) rape film to appear since 1980” (p. 22). Dow (1996) analyzes the

televison series The Mary Tyler Moore Show, One Day at a Time, Designing Women,

Murphy Brown, and Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman because they “contain explicit themes

made visible by second-wave feminism . . . and that are described in the discourse that

surrounds them (reviews, star interviews, popular press coverage) . . . ” (p. xxiii).

Similarly, I have chosen to examine Rosemary’s Baby (1968), I Spit on Your Grave

(1978), and Snuff (1976) because of the feminist issues visible in the films and the

discourses surrounding them. 

Each film that I will discuss has thematic and temporal connections to at least one

second-wave radical feminist issue. Rosemary’s Baby–in which a young wife is raped by

Satan, endures an excruciating pregnancy, and is then robbed of her child, as orchestrated
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by her husband, neighbors, and obstetrician–is useful for exploring the competing

discourses about reproduction for at least three reasons. First, Rosemary’s status as a

raped and controlled woman and as a married and concerned mother-to-be connect her to

the contemporaneous medical and legal discourses about therapeutic abortion. Referring

to the political impact of both real-life babies affected by the tranquilizer Thalidomide and

fictional demonic babies in films such as Rosemary’s Baby, David Skal (1993) claims,

“The spectacle of monstrous birth in the 1960s effectively put the abortion issue on the

legislative front-burners” (p. 290). Second, the Catholic Church, promoting marriage and

motherhood in the midst of the ‘sexual revolution,’ condemned both abortion and the film,

the latter for its occult themes and blasphemous mockery of Catholicism. Third, the film’s

release in the summer of 1968 coincided with not only the now-infamous events of that

year but also the re-emergence of feminism itself, the publication of the papal encyclical

Humanae Vitae, and the Motion Picture Association of America’s (MPAA) new rating

system which enabled the proliferation and explicitness of sex and violence in film. 

Next, when Projansky (2001) claims that Thelma & Louise is “the most discussed .

. . rape film to appear since 1980,” I wonder if she references that year because this was

when the most infamous rape film to ever appear was re-released. I Spit on Your Grave–in

which a young female author is brutally and repeatedly gang-raped by four men, each of

whom she later kills in equally spectacular fashion–received, tellingly, little attention when

it was originally released in 1978 as Day of the Woman. But with its exploitive new name,

the film was banned in about a dozen countries and bothered popular reviewers Gene

Siskel and Roger Ebert so much that it prompted them in 1980 to air a special episode of

their PBS show Sneak Previews titled “Extreme Violence Directed at Young Women”

(Weldon, 1983). Then, when the uncut 98-minute version of the film was released on

video in the early 1980s, the MPAA sued I Spit on Your Grave’s producer for “misusing”

its R rating (“New York,” 1984). The controversial object of public debates about media

violence, I Spit on Your Grave overtly confronted both stereotypical and feminist beliefs

about rape. Moreover, the timing of its release coincided with the ideological and
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structural transformation of the anti-rape movement–from a radical one aimed at

preventing rape to a therapeutic one directed towards emphasizing the victimization of

women (Matthews, 1994).

Finally, the film Snuff–a composite of an earlier film featuring the sexual and

criminal exploits of a Mansonesque cult and a subsequently filmed five-minute epilogue in

which a young woman, allegedly from the crew filming the first part, looks to be tortured

and killed for real by the others members of the crew–is worth examining in relation to the

anti-pornography movement for at least three reasons. First, second-wave feminists

themselves identified the X-rated Snuff as “the powder keg that moved women seriously

to confront the issue of pornography” (Lederer, 1980, p. 272). Second, many observers

have attributed the death, if you will, of second-wave feminism to the anti-pornography

campaign, which was itself an extension of the anti-rape movement. In addition to the

debates among feminists in the 1970s and ‘80s which ultimately led to a stalemate on the

pornography issue, the post-feminists I mentioned earlier explicitly criticize anti-

pornography feminists for their ideological alignment with the conservative New Right.

But interestingly, a third reason to discuss Snuff is whether it is really even pornographic.

The Adult Film Association of America picketed theaters showing the film because it

believed that conflating pornography with horror gave the X-rated industry a bad name

(Hebditch & Anning, 1988).

I would also like to emphasize here that, besides selecting films which relate

thematically to particular second-wave feminist issues, I want to gain a better sense of

how the negotiation and representation of each issue varied depending on where the issue

was in its stage of development. I have therefore chosen to look at films that had different

temporal connections to their respective issues. More precisely, whereas the release of

Rosemary’s Baby and its initial reception coincided with the early stages of the feminist

movement and its quest for reproductive freedom, I Spit on Your Grave was released

nearly a decade after the feminist anti-rape movement had begun. As for Snuff, its release

actually helped inspire the feminist anti-pornography campaign in the first place and thus
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preceded it. In looking at three different filmic events which relate to three different

feminist issues in three different stages of development, I hope to better appreciate

feminism as a movement. In other words, I hope to shed some light on how and why

feminism moved from one issue to another, how and why each issue was negotiated

depending on whether it was new or not, and how and why, ultimately, radical feminism

moved towards cultural feminism.

Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff were also part of a larger wave

of violent and sexually explicit films to hit theaters in the late-1960s through the mid-‘80s,

the years of second-wave feminism itself. As I will detail in Chapter 3, both the number

and the explicitness of films featuring sex and violence markedly increased in the post-

Production Code era, especially within, unsurprisingly, the genres of horror and

pornography. Feminists at the time recognized the contemporaneity of the women’s

movement and the changes in film and perceived an increase in cinematic violence against

women as part of the backlash against women’s liberation (see Haskell’s [1974/1987]

discussion of 1972’s A Clockwork Orange and Straw Dogs). 

Since then numerous scholars have been particularly interested in how the surge of

grisly horror films during the 1970s and ‘80s responded to feminism and represented

gender and femininity. Some (e.g., Erens, 1987-88/1996; Grant, 1992/1996b; McLarty,

1996) have proposed that certain horror films may possess potentially progressive, even

feminist messages; some (e.g., Fischer, 1992/1996; Zimmerman, 1981/1996) have claimed

that certain films allow for resistant, feminist readings ‘against the grain’ despite their

dominant, patriarchal messages; and some (e.g., Berenstein, 1996; Cherry, 1999; Pinedo,

1997) have been interested in the pleasures female viewers might experience while

watching horror films. The most well known (e.g., Creed, 1993; Williams, 1984; Wood,

1979), however, have argued that the business of modern horror has been to punish

women for being ‘monstrous’ and to objectify their victimization, thereby confirming

patriarchal ideologies.  Several (e.g., Brashinsky, 1996; Ryan & Kellner, 1988; Sharrett,3

1993; Wood, 1986) have also posited that the (alleged) increase in violence directed at
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women in 1980s horror films represented the backlash against, or cooptation of, the

women’s movement.  In any case, as Barry Keith Grant states in The Dread of Difference:4

Gender and the Horror Film (1996a), “Psychoanalysis has provided the most common

critical approach to the horror film, as well as having proven thus far the most profitable”

(p. 4). But as others (e.g., Freeland, 2000; Halberstam, 1995; Schneider, 2000) have

suggested, applying psychoanalytic theories to horror films may be more reductive and

redundant than profitable. Nonetheless, psychoanalysis–as a historical discourse, not a

methodology–is important to consider for my project because it–like horror, pornography,

and feminism–is a discourse reliant upon visible and vulnerable bodies. And while

psychoanalytic theory has been widely used to examine the “return of the repressed” in

horror films (Wood, 1979), it has also been used to examine women’s oppression.

Feminists have had a century-long love/hate relationship with psychoanalytic

theory. Many second-wave feminists, including the liberal Betty Friedan (1963/1983),

radicals Germain Greer (1970) and Kate Millett (1970/1988), and a host of anti-rape and

pro-woman cultural feminists, excoriated Freud and his followers for exacerbating

women’s oppression by offering a biological justification for women’s inferiority and

passivity with theories about castration anxiety, penis envy, and vaginal orgasms. Nearly

as many other feminists, however, have embraced some aspect or some version of

psychoanalytic theory for its explanatory, even liberating potential. Some, from Emma

Goldman in 1912 (see Buehl, 1998, for a discussion) to Shulamith Firestone (1970/1972),

credited Freud for acknowledging the central role that sexuality plays in social life. Others

such as Juliet Mitchell (1975) defended Freud because, as she claimed, he neither justified

nor embodied patriarchal ideologies but rather explained how they become internalized.

Alternatively, Dorothy Dinnerstein (1976) and Nancy Chodorow (1978) explored the pre-

Oedipal relations between mothers and infants to explain why men fear and, thus, degrade

and despise women. French post-structuralist feminists such as Julia Kristeva (1974/1984),

Luce Irigaray (1977/1985), and Hélène Cixous (1976), who also focused on pre-Oedipal

relations but were inspired more by Lacan, granted that the maternal and the feminine are
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ultimately repressed, but theorized that the abject maternal and marginalized feminine

could be released through a disruptive, corporeal discourse. 

While second-wave feminists were grappling with the utility and implications of

psychoanalytic theory, male film theorists such Jean-Louis Baudry (1975/1985) were

combining it with ideological criticism to elucidate how the presumably male ‘viewing

subject’ is situated in accordance with the dominant gaze of mainstream cinema. So, for

feminist film theorists such as Laura Mulvey (1975/1988), who presumed that sexual

difference is the key to male domination and that films perpetuate the ideological project

of patriarchy, psychoanalytic theory had further explanatory value. Horror films–those

films replete with graphic displays of gaping wounds and psychotic male killers fixated

somewhere in childhood–thus seemed particularly suitable for psychoanalytic

interpretation. 

What psychoanalysis and feminism have to say to and about one another is another

book, actually many books (e.g., Benjamin, 1988; Flax, 1990); the same goes for

psychoanalysis, feminism, and film (e.g., Penley, 1988, 1990). My primary reason for even

mentioning psychoanalysis is to argue that Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and

Snuff and their actual critical receptions–not their speculative viewing subjects’

positions–warrant being studied from a historical and contextual perspective that

appreciates their rhetorical and ideological connections to feminist discourses rather than

their ability to fit into a psychoanalytic paradigm. Granted, Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on

Your Grave, and Snuff each featured, in some way, an exposed, vulnerable, sexual,

abused, or ‘monstrous’ female body. And as Louise Krasniewicz (1992) helpfully states,

because of its “preponderance of bodily associations, the horror film can be approached . .

. as an important narrative site at which ideas about the social uses and abuses of the body

are both encoded and enacted” (p. 30). Yet, these bodies can and, I believe, should be

articulated to radical feminism’s explicit attempts to make issues pertaining to the

oppression of the female body public concerns. Some scholars (e.g., Wood, 1979) have

suggested that the personal, if that is analogous to the repressed, can find expression
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through certain discourses, maybe even horror films. But presuming, without reference to

context, that the female body is always abject, that her abjection is always repressed, or

that releasing the repressed may somehow free the oppressed fails to acknowledge the

hegemonic negotiations involved in sustaining oppressive relationships. 

I therefore contend that the receptions of and controversies surrounding

Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff are far more relevant and important to

feminism than the films’ suitability to psychoanalysis. Put another way, while the films

themselves became public issues, they, more significantly, raised and prompted critics to

discuss issues pertaining to sex, violence, and the female body. So, in each case, I will

explore how and why the film discursively intersected with a second-wave feminist issue

involving sex, violence, and the female body (reproduction, rape, or pornography) and

sparked a controversy in which people negotiated the issue and feminism itself. The films,

in other words, tapped into feminist issues in ways that provoked people to discuss, or

noticeably not discuss as was the case with Rosemary’s Baby, the issues publicly. Each

controversy therefore shows how sex, violence, and the female body became “sites of

struggle” in both feminist and filmic discourses.

Preview of Chapters

To further ground the project that I have introduced, the next chapter will expound

upon why public controversies, historical contexts, and reception studies are essential to

the critical method that I will use to examine the case studies in Chapters 4-6. Chapters 2

and 3 will provide a survey of the major theories, issues, strategies, and debates associated

with the most prominent schools of second-wave feminist thought–liberal, radical,

Marxist/socialist, psychoanalytic, and cultural–as well as a brief review of the emergent

field of feminist film studies in the 1970s. The second half of this dissertation, Chapters 4-

6, is designed, then, to mirror the first. By examining the receptions of the films

Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff and how the films and their receptions

negotiated feminist discourses about reproduction, rape, and pornography in their

respective historical contexts, I hope to show, in part, how and why second-wave
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feminism moved from issue to issue, and from birth to death.

More specifically, in Chapter 2, I will describe liberal feminism’s demand for

women’s equal access to public institutions, radical feminism’s critique of the patriarchal

“sex class” system that oppresses the female body, and Marxist/socialist feminism’s

materialist critique of the capitalist sexual division of labor. Each of these schools of

thought actively sought to end women’s oppression, but the infighting within and among

schools planted the seeds of fragmentation that would eventually contribute to the

movement’s death. In Chapter 3, I will survey the more theoretically oriented

psychoanalytic (including post-structuralist) feminism, which believed that the unconscious

and discursive processes that reproduce patriarchy are rooted in biological differences, and

then cultural feminism, which glorified women’s superior values that are also allegedly

rooted in the female body’s unique power to reproduce. As feminism approached the

1980s, it not only faced unresolved internal disputes and an anti-feminist backlash but had

slipped back into biological determinism and essentialism. I will also discuss how second-

wave feminists’ concerns about sex and violence against women converged with the

explosion of horror and pornographic films after 1968. 

In Chapter 4, I will analyze the initial critical reception of Rosemary’s Baby (1968)

and review subsequent scholarly interpretations of the film. While it’s tempting, given the

advantage of hindsight, to claim Rosemary’s Baby as a ‘feminist’ or a ‘pro-choice’ text, as

some recently have (e.g., Valerius, 2005), I will contend that Rosemary’s Baby is not so

much a feminist text as it is a representation of what second-wave feminists had to face

when they took up the issues of abortion, motherhood, and marriage right around the

same time the film was released. We can see these issues play out in the film as

Rosemary’s body is used and controlled by everyone around her and her overwhelming

desire for a child leads her, literally, straight to hell. But what’s most instructive is how the

film’s initial reviewers negotiated those issues before second-wave feminism made them

public. Early reviews, which never mention feminism or the taboo topic of abortion, point

instead to the prevailing attitudes about pregnancy and the importance of religion,
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particularly Catholicism, at the time. When we consider the web of competing discourses

about reproduction in the 1960s–religious, legal, medical, and economic–that contributed

to feminism’s re-emergence in the first place, we also see that Rosemary’s body and

beliefs were trapped in that web. The difference is that Rosemary, like many real women,

didn’t want out of the trap, something that feminists never consistently addressed.

Although Rosemary’s Baby is not feminist, per se, the fact that it can now be easily read

as such is a testament to how effective feminism was at changing public attitudes about

reproduction.

In Chapter 5, I will review literature and events related to the feminist anti-rape

movement and demonstrate how the effects of the transformation of the movement

throughout the 1970s–from one hoping to prevent rape to one relegated to treating the

rape victim after-the-fact–are revealed in the lingering controversy surrounding I Spit on

Your Grave. While some critics have argued that I Spit on Your Grave is basically a

feminist film due to its portrayal of a lone woman seeking vengeance against the men who

brutally raped her, others, most notably Siskel and Ebert, publicly condemned the film’s

misogyny. I will argue that such popular condemnations, as well as the subsequent

scholarly (and largely psychoanalytic) interpretations of the film which focus on its

infamous castration scene, evidence the incorporation and containment of radical feminist

discourses about rape and the oppression of the female body. Those who have applauded

the film, for instance, seem to recognize that at least part of the film’s controversy owes to

its overt challenge to the myths about rape and its spectacularization of the male body.

In Chapter 6, I will analyze literature and events related to the feminist anti-

pornography movement and explain how the film Snuff (which some assumed captured the

torture and murder of a real woman), the film’s exploitative promotional strategy, and the

feminist response to the film were symptomatic of the rhetorical and political inefficacy

and incorporation of radical feminist challenges to the ways in which the female body is

oppressed, especially through rape. By trying to make the personal political–the body

being the most personal–in a public sphere which operates according to masculinist norms
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1. I regard second-wave feminism as beginning in 1963 with Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystique and ending around 1984–the year of Ronald Reagan’s re-election as U.S.
President, the year after Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin’s proposed anti-
pornography ordinance, and two years after the final defeat of the Equal Rights
Amendment (cf. Rosen, 2000).

2. There are also a variety of men’s organizations with goals of reversing the effects of the
women’s movement, including the alleged emasculation of men and the discrimination

of universality and invisibility, feminist attempts at public discourse were received as

therapeutic discourses and personal complaints. Indeed, as many critics and observers

have argued, the infighting which occurred among feminists over the issue of

pornography, the eventual ideological alignment between conservative forces and anti-

pornography feminists in the early 1980s, and the reiteration of ‘essential’ differences

between men and women contributed to the demise of second-wave feminism and the

negative connotations of it which so frequently circulate in popular representations of

feminism. 

I will then conclude this project in Chapter 7 by describing some of the effects that

the fragmentation and apparent death of second-wave feminism has had on feminist

theorizing and feminist politics today. In the decades since the end of second-wave

feminism, feminism has been incorporated into the mainstream and criticized both inside

and outside of the academy. Yet, feminists have continued to address the same sorts of

questions that second-wave feminists raised, including those regarding the role of the

female body in society and the impact of media on our lives. The arguments, however, are

different now. Feminism seems to face an impossible philosophical, rhetorical, and political

conundrum of differences (among women, and between men and women) versus unity

(among women), and the consequent middle-ground feminist theorizing has not mobilized,

in a clearly identifiable way, much mainstream feminist political activity. Although I do not

propose to offer a theory of or for feminist politics, I do hope that seeing how feminism

and its issues have been negotiated and represented in the increasingly important realm of

the popular illustrates that the popular, not only the personal, is political too. 

Notes
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against men in divorce, custody, and domestic abuse proceedings (see Wood, 2005, for a
discussion).

3. Linda Williams (2001) has since acknowledged, however, that her 1984 argument “fails
entirely to address the issue that now seems to me most crucial in any discussion of
women and horror: the pleasures, however problematic, women viewers may take in this
genre” (¶ 1, italics orig.).

4. Barry Sapolsky and Fred Molitor (1996) confirm that “slasher” horror films from the
1980s have been particularly “criticized in the popular press for mixing extreme violence
with sex” and condemned because they apparently “single out women for injury and
death” (p. 37). They also relay that earlier empirical studies of slasher films “consistently
reported that females are inequitably portrayed as the victims of violence” (p. 37) and that
the violence “often occurs during or after sexual or erotic images” (p. 38). However, after
meta-analyzing three more-recent empirical studies of slasher film victims and the films’
juxtaposition of sex and violence, Sapolsky and Molitor conclude that “contrary to
popular belief, females are not singled out for attack in slasher films” (p. 40) and that “the
oft-repeated claim that sex and violence are frequently linked in slasher films is
unfounded” (p. 41). In fact, in two earlier studies, Sapolsky and Molitor found that “males
were more often singled out for injury and death” (p. 46).
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CHAPTER 1: PUBLIC CONTROVERSIES & RECEPTION CONTEXTS

As I indicated in the Introduction, the films Rosemary’s Baby (1968), I Spit on

Your Grave (1978), and Snuff (1976) incited controversies. In fact, if it were not for the

controversies, one would have to speculate far more as to each film’s relevance to

feminism. That is to say, the controversies surrounding the films reveal more than the films

alone how media discourses represent, negotiate, and produce popular understandings of

feminism. For communication scholars, controversies are sites where the rhetorical

dimensions of democracy and the political significance of public argument may be critically

observed and, at times, even admired. According to Kathryn Olson and Thomas

Goodnight (1994),

A social controversy is an extended rhetorical engagement that critiques,
resituates, and develops communication practices bridging the public and
personal spheres. . . . Social controversy occupies the pluralistic boundaries of a
democracy and flourishes at those sites of struggle where arguers criticize and
invent alternatives to established social conventions and sanctioned norms of
communication. (p. 249, italics added)

As this passage suggests, a controversy may serve as a rich object of analysis for those

interested in the emergence and development of social movements. Controversies allow us

to focus on and enlarge those historical contexts and discursive “sites of struggle” in

which participants and their rhetorical strategies and ideologies–dominant and

marginal–clash, deliberate, and influence one another. Analyzing controversies is thus a

useful means through which to explore both feminism as a social movement and its

convergence with media events.

As for feminism, if a controversy involves a rhetorical “bridging [of] the public and

personal spheres,” then feminism itself was controversial. Indeed, the radical feminist

slogan, “the personal is political,” explicitly encouraged the bridging of (women’s) private

and (men’s) public spheres, particularly when it concerned issues about the presumably

personal female body. In 1973, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell observed that the second-wave

feminist movement “has made the issues with which it is associated major topics of

concern and controversy. . . . Its major manifestation has been rhetorical, and as such it
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merits rhetorical analysis” (p. 74). Susan Zaeske (1995) and a later Campbell (1989) also

describe how women faced political, social, and moral barriers when they endeavored to

speak publicly about abolitionism and women’s rights during the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries, thereby sparking controversies when they did. At that time, Zaeske writes, “no

woman could be virtuous if she stepped outside of the domestic sphere by engaging in

activities such as public speaking” (p. 203). Sonia Foss’ (1979) fantasy theme analysis of

the Equal Rights Amendment controversy and Celeste Condit Railsback’s (1984)

description of the stages of public argument during the 1960s and ‘70s abortion

controversy further show how specific feminist issues can be better understood by

investigating the rhetorical strategies used and ideological positions taken within

controversies surrounding these issues.

Controversies, however, surround not only the competing rhetorics and ideologies

of social movements but also media events, especially those which converge with social

movements and social issues. For example, Robert Hanczor (1997) traces the respective

arguments made by conservative activists, religious leaders, network executives, and

legislators about the profanity, violence, and nudity in the long-running ABC television

series NYPD Blue. He claims, “As controversies such as this proliferate, scholars must be

prepared to assess what is at stake for the groups and communities that are involved in or

represented in these struggles. In addition, it becomes necessary to identify the social

forces that circulate within these controversies” (p. 2). According to Hanczor, at stake in

this case was a larger ideological battle among laissez-faire capitalists embracing the tenets

of free enterprise, Christian conservatives espousing ‘traditional’ moral values, and civil

libertarians touting the ideals of free expression. Such battles, Hanczor argues, “have

serious consequences for the conditions in which individuals live their lives” (p. 2). 

Hanczor does not overstate the significance of media controversies when we

consider what and how particular ideologies become dominant, or ‘normal,’ in a society

and the effects these ideologies have on individuals and groups within that society. Louis

Althusser (1971) influentially theorized that individuals are persuaded from birth to take
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up preferred behaviors and dominant values as to what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ (i.e., are

“interpellated” into “subjects”) by being bombarded with consistent messages from a host

of social institutions (Ideological State Apparatuses), including “the communications ISA

(press, radio and television, etc.), [and] the cultural ISA (Literature, the Arts, sports,

etc.)” (p. 143). While Althusser’s theory has profoundly enhanced our understanding of

the suasive potential of media messages and the ideological importance of media

institutions, it did not adequately account for social change or the inevitable discursive

negotiations that accompany such change. 

Antonio Gramsci’s (1971/1999) theory of hegemony–a process through which

those who seek to maintain a dominant social order negotiate with and try to gain the

consent of those who resist or challenge that order–better accounts for both the existence

and influence of oppositional ideologies. As Raymond Williams (1980) put it, hegemony 

is a whole body of practices and expectations; our assignments of energy, our
ordinary understanding of the nature of man and of his world. It is a set of
meanings and values which as they are experienced as practices appear as
reciprocally confirming. It thus constitutes a sense of reality for most people in the
society. (p. 38)

Following Gramsci, Williams then emphasized that “If what we learn there were merely an

imposed ideology . . . occupying merely the top of our minds, it would be—and one

would be glad—a very much easier thing to overthrow” (p. 39). But the process of

hegemony which selects, organizes, and interprets our reality is far more complex, “more

substantial and more flexible than any abstract imposed ideology” (p. 39); it is “subject to

historical variation” (p. 40) and “is continually active and adjusting” (p. 39) to “new

meanings and values, new practices, new significances and experiences” associated with

“emergent cultures” (p. 41). Emergent cultures are such because they ‘emerge’ out of a

dominant culture. So, while they may offer “alternative” or “oppositional” meanings,

values, opinions, attitudes, and “even some alternative senses of the world,” most are

“incorporated” into the dominant culture (p. 39). Simply put, the process of hegemony

works best when the alternatives presented by an emergent culture “can be accommodated

and tolerated within a particular and effective dominant culture” (p. 39). Thus, Williams
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contended, “The modes of incorporation are of great social significance” (p. 39).

Second-wave feminism, in addition to being a controversial rhetorical movement

that was negotiated in a series of media controversies, may also be seen as an emergent

culture. It challenged the patriarchal system that oppresses women by using a rhetoric of

“affirmation by negation,” defining itself in terms of the dominant structures and practices

that it opposed (Hancock, 1972), and set forth an ‘alternative sense of the world.’

However, given the peculiar status of second-wave feminism today (i.e., it inspired many

changes yet much remains unchanged; it is dismally perceived yet many claim to support

its liberal goals), it is clear that it has been incorporated so as to accommodate patriarchy.

Gloria Steinem, the ‘celebrity’ feminist founder of Ms. magazine, said as much in a March

2002 interview on NBC’s Today program. She claimed that feminism receives little media

attention today because it’s “no longer a novelty, it’s now part of the mainstream” and

because “there’s also been a backlash.” And with remarkable foresight, Deborah Rosenfelt

and Judith Stacey, in 1987, described the then-new discourse “postfeminism” as “an

emerging culture and ideology that simultaneously incorporates, revises, and depoliticizes

many of the fundamental issues advanced by Second Wave feminism” (p. 341). What this

suggests, then, is that the second wave itself had become a ‘dominant’ enough movement

that alternatives to it ‘emerged.’ I think this further suggests that second-wave feminism

can also be understood as, what Williams (1980) called, a “residual culture.” While its

“experiences, meanings and values . . . cannot be expressed in terms of the dominant

culture” (p. 40), second-wave feminism was enough of a “major area” that “some part of

it, some version of it . . . had to be incorporated if the effective dominant culture [was] to

make sense in those areas” (p. 41). Thus, its “genuinely residual meanings and practices . .

. survive.” And this is why I have proposed that the controversies which erupted over

films such as Rosemary’s Baby (1968), I Spit on Your Grave (1978), and Snuff (1976)

may reveal clues as to how and why second-wave feminism and issues crucial to it

(reproduction, rape, pornography, etc.) have been negotiated and incorporated into the

mainstream and, consequently, still matter today. 
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It is, however, also important to remember that the ideological and rhetorical

struggles associated with social controversies and hegemonic negotiations do not occur in

isolated bubbles. Rather, as Olson and Goodnight (1994) indicate, controversies develop

within publics with “established social conventions and sanctioned norms of

communication” (p. 249). So, to further ground my analyses of media controversies and

their negotiations of second-wave feminist discourses about sex, violence, and the female

body–discourses which explicitly involved “bridging the public and personal”–I will now

discuss the concept of ‘public’ by highlighting those aspects most relevant to feminist

discourses and media controversies.

Public Problems

In the widely cited The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere

(1962/1989), Jürgen Habermas chronicled the emergence and erosion of an ideal model of

citizenry and participatory democracy–the bourgeois public sphere–which existed in

Europe, especially Britain and France, for roughly a century during the 1700s and 1800s.

As Habermas explained, during the feudal-aristocratic Middle Ages, the concept of

‘public’ denoted “representative publicness,” whereby the sovereign would display

himself, hence his status and power, before an audience by way of staged spectacles.

Precisely because the sovereign’s authority derived from his personal attributes–who he

was–there was at this time no practical distinction between private and public. 

But, Habermas continued, as feudalism gave way to mercantilism and the private

ownership of property, and as aristocratic authority gave way to depersonalized state

institutions, the emergent bourgeois class began to act as a buffer between the now-

separate spheres of privatized civil society and state (public) authority. In other words, as

a class of owners, the bourgeoisie was comprised of private persons with private interests.

Yet, because commerce was a shared activity, the bourgeois public sphere was, in

Habermas’ words, a “sphere of private people come together as a public” whose political

function was to engage public authorities “in a debate over the general rules governing

relations in the basically privatized but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange
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and social labor” (p. 27). Unlike representative publicness, then, the bourgeois public

sphere was a public representative of itself–citizens of relatively equal status with similar

interests who did not (or should not) need to exert personal power over others or visibly

display particular signs of embodied authority. Accordingly, while debating common

issues in bourgeois salons and coffeehouses, these private participants ideally were to

make informed and impartial judgments based on normative reason. As Habermas put it,

public opinion was derived from the “private reflection upon public affairs and from their

public discussion” (p. 94).

Habermas also emphasized that the bourgeois public was foremost a reading public

and that its participation in the “world of letters” prepared it for its political function. Two

specific communication institutions contributed to the political function of the bourgeois

public sphere: the press and literature. As for the press, although private newspaper

owners were always motivated by profit, Habermas suggests that partisan-commercial

papers contributed to the exchange of ideas among informed and rational citizens by

publicizing and engaging in the debates over political and economic issues commonly

important to the bourgeoisie. Ostensibly, then, in this uncensored “free market place of

ideas,” the press was to be “a partner in the search for the truth” (Siebert, Peterson, &

Schramm, 1963, p. 3, italics orig.), which “when allowed free rein will emerge victorious

from any encounter” (p. 70). Moreover, the press, which was owned by private persons

and protected from state interference, was to act, like the bourgeois public sphere itself, as

a critical check on state authority, ensuring that the private realm remained out of its

reach; hence the notion of the press as a “Fourth Estate.”

Besides debating political and economic issues in coffeehouses and in the press, the

bourgeoisie critically debated culture and literature in public reading clubs and in the

intimate sphere of the conjugal family, which was also part of the private realm of civil

society. In fact, according to Habermas, writing letters and discussing novels in the

intimate sphere served as the literary precursor to the rational-critical debates in the

political public sphere: “The public’s understanding of the public use of reason was guided
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specifically by such private experiences as grew out of the audience-oriented . . .

subjectivity of the conjugal family’s intimate domain” (p. 28). In other words, the

bourgeois public was a public concerned with itself and preoccupied with its own

privateness. As such, members of the conjugal family in the intimate sphere poured their

hearts and souls into their writings for others, and then those others critically reflected

upon what they had read with the hope of better understanding themselves.

After celebrating the bourgeois public sphere, Habermas then explains how and

why it disintegrated and gave way to the “refeudalization” of society or, in other words,

the social-welfare state. As industrial capitalism advanced, mass production ensued and,

due in part to a lack of mass consumption, nations experienced economic depressions.

Those disenfranchised groups–the masses–who had never been able to control property in

the private realm and were thus excluded from the bourgeois public sphere (laborers,

women, people of color, etc.) wanted the state to intervene on their behalf to make good

on liberalism’s promise of universal and equal participation in the economic and political

spheres. The state’s regulation of the private realm of commodity exchange and social

labor therefore increased, with the state offering protection and compensation to those

“economically weaker” groups. Eventually, the disenfranchised groups became organized

(e.g., labor unions), corporations became publicly owned, and they all struggled against

those threatened by them for influence in the widened public sphere. As Nancy Fraser

(1992) summarizes, “The public fragmented into a mass of competing interest groups” (p.

113). And, according to Habermas, the public’s fragmentation and the state’s increased

presence in the private sphere extinguished the bourgeois public sphere’s most valuable

feature: its ability to rationally and impartially debate common issues and derive public

opinions critical of state authority. Consequently, the political function of the public sphere

was transformed; it became the means for the disenfranchised to become educated and

own property rather than a consequence of education and property ownership, as it had

been for the bourgeoisie.

Habermas further associates the flood of ‘special’ interests into the public sphere
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with the commercialization of the press and the emergence of mass media which, he

laments, transformed the culture-debating public into a culture-consuming public. As the

masses gained access to the public sphere, they accumulated some wealth and became

literate, thereby becoming potential consumers of not only products but of the press and

public opinion as well. Industrialization had lowered the production costs of printed

materials anyway so publishers could afford to start selling newspapers at lower prices

(e.g., the penny papers). But as the press became more of a vehicle for advertisers seeking

mass numbers of consumers, newspapers abandoned their openly partisan debates for

“objective journalism” to attract the greatest number of both readers and advertisers. The

masses, however, according to Habermas and countless others before and since, were ill-

prepared to make informed judgments about what they were reading and were therefore

uncritical, irrational, and easily manipulated. Worse, for Habermas, the masses chose not

to read books; they preferred newer, spectacular forms of mass media such as radio, film,

and television that neither required nor encouraged audiences to maintain a critical

distance from the messages or their senders. While the masses became passive consumers

of culture, then, the conjugal family became a place for leisure rather than debate, and

media corporations became both the producers of culture and the controllers of public

opinion. Summarizing Habermas’ account, Fraser (1992) writes, “Publicity in the sense of

critical scrutiny of the state gave way to public relations, mass-mediated staged displays

and the manufacture and manipulation of public opinion” (p. 113).

Habermas’ rich history of the rise and fall of the bourgeois public sphere has been

valuable to scholars in numerous disciplines from philosophy to political science, sociology

to literature. Important here, however, are its implications for feminist and media

discourses. While some scholars take issue with the facts in Habermas’ history, others are

concerned with his unabashed admiration of the privileged bourgeoisie and his claims that

the possibility of democratic public debate no longer exists.

Women & The Public

Habermas writes, 
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The public sphere of civil society stood or fell with the principle of universal
access. A public sphere from which specific groups would be eo ipso excluded was
less than merely incomplete; it was not a public sphere at all. Accordingly, the
public that might be considered the subject of the bourgeois constitutional state
viewed its sphere as a public one in this strict sense. (p. 85)

Recognizing, however, that many people were indeed excluded from the bourgeois public

sphere, Habermas quickly qualifies that he’s referring to “the bourgeois reading public of

the eighteenth century” that “grew up in the patriarchal conjugal family’s intimate sphere”

and “remained rooted in the world of letters” and, thus, “education was the one criterion

for admission—property ownership the other” (p. 85). At the time, this meant that only

men, and ostensibly only white men, could participate in the bourgeois public sphere.

Women, as Habermas acknowledges at several points, were “factually and legally

excluded from the political public sphere” (p. 56) and often from public places of cultural

debate such as reading societies. 

But according to Habermas’ feminist critics, he ignores the crucial implications of

women’s exclusion from the bourgeois public sphere. They assert that in order to maintain

the fundamental principle of universality, the public sphere had to exclude anyone that

didn’t fit its bourgeois profile or follow its protocol for public participation. In this way,

the bourgeois public sphere relied upon its own attributes and exercised power in its

relations with excluded groups. The exclusion of women from the bourgeois public sphere

was therefore neither accidental nor natural, but rather quite deliberate and, essentially,

ideologically and discursively constitutive of the bourgeois public sphere itself.

Fraser (1992) contends that Habermas fails to account for the existence of

“subaltern counterpublics,” which she defines as “parallel discursive arenas where

members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to

formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs” (p. 123). As

Habermas presents it, the bourgeois public sphere was the public sphere of its time and

place and entailed the universality, impartiality, and rationality of an ideal public sphere.

Fraser, however, citing Joan Landes’ (1988) and Mary Ryan’s (1992) historical accounts

of women’s unofficial political discourses in revolutionary France and nineteenth-century
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America, respectively, argues that “not only were there always a plurality of competing

publics, but the relations between bourgeois publics and other publics were always

conflictual. Virtually from the beginning, counterpublics contested exclusionary norms of

the bourgeois public” (p. 116). The bourgeois public that Habermas describes was thus

more accurately a public. Still, it was also clearly the dominant public and, therefore, its

rules and expectations for participation were preferred and its participants privileged.

At issue, then, is how and why the bourgeois public sphere was dominant and

women’s counterdiscourses subordinate. According to Cindy Griffin (1996), 

The public sphere can be conceived of as an ideology, a cohesive system of ideas
that promotes the interests of some while ignoring or marginalizing those of
others. This ideology functions to set boundaries around human interactions,
boundaries that have come to be seen as so “right” that rarely are they challenged
with any success. (p. 32)

And as Geoff Eley (1992) claims, “The very inception of the public sphere was itself

shaped by a new exclusionary ideology directed at women” (p. 311). The conjugal family

in the intimate private sphere was decidedly patriarchal; as bourgeois men controlled their

property in the private sphere of commodity exchange, they controlled their wives and

children–also property–in the intimate sphere. So, at the risk of sounding reductive, in

order for these men to maintain control of their women in the intimate sphere, they needed

to keep them out of the public sphere, and they did so practically as well as ideologically.

Eley contends,

The constitutive moment of modern political understanding was itself constituted
by newly conceived or rearranged assumptions about woman and man: this was
not only registered in the practical achievements of constitutions, legal codes, and
political mobilization and their forms of justification; it also ordered the higher
philosophical discourse around the universals of reason, law, and nature,
grounding it in an ideologically constructed system of differences in gender. (p.
309)

Similarly, Griffin argues that “the idea of a sphere of the public as separate from the

private is not only a result of historical changes, economic influences, or religious

perspectives. . . . [T]he origins of the public sphere are also rooted in an essentialist view

of women and men” (p. 22). In other words, rather than relying solely on concrete or
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coercive means of exclusion, bourgeois men gained women’s consent to be excluded from

the public sphere by appealing to prevailing patriarchal ideologies with regard to gender

relations in the public and private spheres. “The official public sphere, then, was, and

indeed is, the prime institutional site for the construction of the consent that defines the

new, hegemonic mode of domination” (Fraser, 1992, p. 117). 

According to these and other scholars, the hegemonic process of excluding women

from the public sphere necessitated that women and the intimate sphere become

discursively inextricable. By associating women with particular issues and values–indeed,

with particularity rather than commonality–anything perceived to be a ‘woman’s’ issue or

a ‘feminine’ value became publicly insignificant and thus inappropriate for public debate.

Seyla Benhabib (1992) recognizes the gendered double-standard in this discursive ploy;

she explains that a discursive conception of the public sphere such as Habermas’

theoretically allows for any topic to be publicly debated without value judgment as long as

it is perceived as a common concern. Yet, issues associated with the intimate sphere

(housework, reproduction, sexuality, nurturing, emotions, bodies, etc.) “have been treated,

until recently, as ‘natural’ and ‘immutable’ aspects of human relations” and, thus, “have

remained prereflexive and inaccessible to discursive analysis” (p. 90). Similarly, Griffin

(1996) contends that “Essentialist ideology encourages the view that only certain topics

are appropriate for discussion in the public arena” (p. 34). Topics, such as interpersonal

ones, that do not involve the “manipulation,” “appropriation,” or “mastery and control” of

something or someone (p. 34) “are dismissed as of little consequence to the public at

large” (p. 30).

The conflation of women and the intimate sphere, as opposed to men and the

public sphere, extends to different rhetorical styles as well as content. Landes (1998)

affirms that “style and decorum are not incidental traits but constitutive features of the

way in which embodied, speaking subjects establish the claims of the universal in politics”

(p. 144). Whereas the preferred style in the bourgeois public sphere involved the allegedly

dispassionate, rational, and impartial debate of common issues, femininity was aligned with
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“particularity, interest, and partiality” and thus seen as affective and irrational (p. 144). In

short, while the issues associated with bourgeois men and their discursive norms became

synonymous with ‘common’ and ‘public,’ the issues associated with the intimate sphere

and women’s discourses became opposed to, not only men’s issues and styles, but the

public’s as well. Landes further elucidates that the self-perpetuating, normative discourse

of the exclusionary bourgeois public sphere obscured the fact that the very issues it

considered ‘public’ were very particular to its privileged participants:

Habermas overlooks the strong association of women’s discourses and their
interests with ‘particularity’, and conversely the alignment of masculine speech
with truth, objectivity, and reason. Thus he misses the masquerade through which
the (male) particular was able to posture behind the veil of the universal. (pp. 142-
143)

Griffin (1996), Michael Warner (1992), and Iris Young (1987) also argue that

whereas the male body itself was allegedly capable of ‘transcendence’ in the public sphere,

the female body became associated with ‘particularity’ and, thus again, representational of

the intimate sphere. Warner, contesting the notion that personal distinction and marked

status were irrelevant in the bourgeois public sphere because it was composed of rational

and impartial citizens concerned only with common issues, Warner describes how a

strategy of self-abstraction privileged certain men at the expense of everyone else:

In the bourgeois public sphere . . . a principle of negativity was axiomatic: the
validity of what you say in public bears a negative relation to your person. What
you say will carry force not because of who you are but despite who you are.
Implicit in this principle is a utopian universality that would allow people to
transcend the given realities of their bodies and their status. But the rhetorical
strategy of personal abstraction is both the utopian moment of the public sphere
and a major source of domination. For the ability to abstract oneself in public
discussion has always been an unequally available resource. . . . The subject who
could master this rhetoric in the bourgeois public sphere was implicitly, even
explicitly, white, male, literate, and propertied. These traits could go unmarked . .
. while other features of bodies could only be acknowledged in discourse as the
humiliating positivity of the particular. (p. 382, italics added)

Griffin, to support her argument that the public sphere is (still) rooted in essentialist

notions about men and women, cites Mary O’Brien’s The Politics of Reproduction
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(1981), which claims that men and women develop different consciousnesses due to their

anatomically different relations to reproduction, as an exemplar of essentialist ideology

(indeed, in Chapter 3 I will consider this work an example of cultural feminist thought).

Summarizing O’Brien, Griffin writes, “Women are connected to their offspring and to the

species as a result of their anatomical involvement in reproduction” (p. 26), but

Men’s reproductive consciousness, in contrast, is a discontinuous, separated, and
isolated one. Men are disconnected from the reproductive cycle because their
bodies participate for only a brief moment, which presents a need to renegotiate
their connection to the species in ways women never have to fashion. (pp. 26-27,
italics added)

Griffin then explains how such essentialist logic manifests itself in the notion of separate

spheres:

Essentialist theories suggest that because men are separated from the reproductive
process, separate spheres are needed to transcend this supposed separation. In
order to achieve this transcendence, places and topics must be divided and
categorized into distinct and disconnected realms. Individuals must be able to leave
one realm, the private, and enter into another, the public, in order to engage in
debate or discussion of these topics. Thus, the idea that certain topics are
appropriate for discussion and debate in the public realm and that certain places
comprise this realm can be linked to the belief in the need to transcend
reproductive limitations. (p. 29)

As for Young, she concludes that the body, as equated with women, also had to be

excluded from the public sphere to maintain the appearance of impartiality:

Modern normative political theory and political practice aim to embody
impartiality in the public realm of the state. Like the impartiality of moral reason
this public realm of the state attains its generality by the exclusion of particularity,
desire, feeling and those aspects of life associated with the body. In modern
political theory and practice this public achieves a unity in particular by the
exclusion of women and others associated with nature and the body. (pp. 63-64)

The exclusionary ideologies of the bourgeois public sphere thus served to confine

women to the intimate sphere but, at the same time, enabled the public sphere to maintain

an appearance of universality and rationality. According to Young (1987), “Normative

reason’s requirement of impartiality entails a requirement of universality” (p. 61). In other

words, in order to claim that debates in the bourgeois public sphere were rational,
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participants had to be able to claim that their judgments were derived without prejudice or

regard to status. But in order to do so, participants and their issues had to be common or

universal which, in turn, required the exclusion of particularities and differences.

Therefore, Young continues, “Allowing appeals to desires and bodily needs to move

public debates would undermine public deliberation by fragmenting its unity” (p. 66). “The

ideal of the civic public,” she states, “exhibits a will to unity, and necessitates the exclusion

of aspects of human existence that threaten to disperse the brotherly unity of straight and

uprights forms, especially the exclusion of women” (p. 59). For Landes (1998), then, “The

goals of generalizability and appeals to the common good may conceal rather than expose

forms of domination” (p. 144). Eley (1992) similarly contends, contrary to Habermas’

portrayal of the bourgeois public sphere as a nondiscriminatory sphere of rational debate,

that the formation of the bourgeois publics themselves “involved questions of interest,

prestige, and power, as well as those of rational communication. The public sphere in its

classical liberal/bourgeois guise was partial and narrowly based in that sense, and was

constituted from a field of conflict, contested meanings, and exclusion” (p. 307, italics

orig.).

Feminism. As this discussion conveys, questions about women’s relation to the

masculinist public sphere are fundamental to feminism, both past and future. Indeed, every

form of feminism has addressed as a central concern the exclusion of women or issues

important to women from dominant public discourses and institutions. As I will explain in

Chapters 2 and 3, liberal feminists were concerned about women’s lack of equal access to

and equal rights within public arenas such as education and employment, as well as a

woman’s inability to privately control her own reproduction; radical feminists were

concerned about all the ways in which men control and objectify women’s bodies and

dominate them sexually and, thus, endeavored to make these ‘personal’ issues public

problems; Marxist/socialist feminists were concerned about how liberal-capitalism’s false

promises of universality and equality obscure the sexual division of labor between public

and private spheres; psychoanalytic feminists were concerned about how the female
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body’s abject nature led to women’s marginalization, but for post-structuralist feminists,

the chaotic, disruptive female body was itself the means through which women could be

released from the dominant, patriarchal symbolic order; and cultural feminists, who held

essentialist views of men and women, were concerned about reversing the devaluation of

feminine values and communication styles and women’s roles in the private sphere,

especially in terms of reproduction and motherhood. Furthermore, as I will discuss in

Chapter 7, many other feminists have charged these feminists with assuming the same

exclusionary position of an elite, masculinist public. According to these critics, feminism

has been dominated by white, educated, upper-class, heterosexual, Western, non-Christian

women who profess to represent women’s ‘common’ needs and experiences but who

really only address their own concerns. 

Here, then, we confront the seemingly unavoidable dilemma of unity-versus-

difference with regard to what constitutes ‘public.’ For feminism, the dilemma, I think, has

produced a kind of theoretical and practical paralysis because the very terms ‘woman’ and

‘women’ are now so negotiated between the extremes of essentialism and nominalism that

it’s hard for feminists to focus on eradicating oppression anymore (cf. Young, 1994). Still,

feminism’s future hinges precisely on the negotiation of this dilemma: “The political

viability of feminism as an agency of change depends in the final analysis both on its ability

to foster women’s solidarity and on its ability to build a movement that is inclusive rather

than exclusive, one that can mobilize against sexist oppression from a broad range of

support” (Radford-Hill, 1986, p. 169). This is why it is important to consider the effects of

feminism’s past discourses on and in the dominant, male public sphere. 

As Fraser (1992) contends, second-wave feminism was a counterpublic. Because

of the diversity within second-wave feminism, however, I think there were several, and the

differences among them are important. As indicated above, the different strands of

feminism differently perceived the source of women’s oppression, which in turn produced

different rhetorical attempts to either engage, avoid, or disrupt public discourses. Liberal

feminism, in its early expression in the 1960s, perceived no meaningful
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differences–biological, psychological, intellectual, or moral–between men and women and

thus used established theories and strategies (e.g., formal organizations, lobbying for legal

reforms) to gain access to the public sphere. This, however, did little to disrupt the notion

or existence of separate spheres; it avoided the private while affirming the superiority of

the public. Though cultural feminism was rooted in the belief that men and women are

inherently different (in all the ways liberal feminists claimed they weren’t), its elevation of

the private to the superior position similarly reaffirmed the notion of separate spheres.

Marxist/socialist feminism and radical feminism, however, due to their shared

leftist origins, were both interested in, to again use Olson and Goodnight’s (1994) words

on social controversy, “bridging the public and personal spheres” (p. 249).

Marxist/socialist feminists were, obviously, opposed to capitalism and the liberal state

because, the feminists claimed, their institutions and ideologies create the illusion of

distinct spheres and then privatize women as property and exploit their reproductive labor.

Yet, radical feminism, the most criticized and controversial form, perceived that men’s

domination of women in the private sphere was the fundamental source of human

oppression and thus a ‘public’ problem. To make the personal political, then, radical

feminists formulated and circulated oppositional interpretations of gender and sexuality,

and invented “alternatives to established social conventions and sanctioned norms of

communication” (Olson & Goodnight, p. 249). Writing about radical feminism, often

referred to as “women’s liberation,” Campbell observed in 1973, 

women’s liberation rhetoric is characterized by the use of confrontative, non-
adjustive strategies designed to ‘violate the reality structure.’ These strategies not
only attack the psycho-social reality of the culture, but violate the norms of
decorum, morality, and ‘femininity’ of the women addressed. (p. 81)

I have elected to focus on radical feminism largely because of the continued criticism of its

controversial rhetoric. Radical feminists’ demonstrative protests, use of profanity, and

candid talk about sexual issues certainly broke rules and undoubtedly disrupted some

people’s lives. Yet, we must ask: Did radical feminism collapse the barriers between the

public and the private, or just highlight how different they are? Put another way, did
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radical feminist rhetoric personalize, spectacularize, and marginalize women, their bodies,

and their discourses even more? 

The same question can be asked of psychoanalytic feminism, which, despite being

more theoretical than activist-oriented, is important to this dissertation because of its

frequent use in film criticism and particular application to horror films and their monsters

(e.g., Williams, 1984; Clover, 1992; Creed, 1993). In psychodynamic theories, the

feminine, the female body, and all their connotations (e.g., lack, monstrosity, grotesquerie,

abjection, corporeality, connectedness, irrationality, etc.) are always characterized, and

categorized, as those which are excluded and repressed. At issue is whether releasing the

repressed through some kind of performative discourse can somehow end the oppression

of those excluded. In other words, does the repressed possess some kind of transgressive,

democratizing, or liberating quality for those who are oppressed? It’s a compelling

possibility. Mary Russo (1986) writes, “The reintroduction of the body and categories of

the body (in the case of carnival, the ‘grotesque body’) into the realm of what is called the

political has been a central concern of feminism” (p. 214), and that “radical negation,

silence, withdrawal, and invisibility, and the bold affirmations of feminine performance,

imposture, and masquerade (purity and danger) have suggested cultural politics for

women” (p. 213). Indeed, as Jim McGuigan (2005) notes, Habermas (1992) himself,

inspired by Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1965/1984) celebration of the carnivalesque, “came to

appreciate popular cultural subversion of hierarchical relations and, in doing so, also

registered his belated recognition of the feminist ‘personal is political’” (p. 428). Still later,

Habermas (1996) acknowledged the ability of social movements to force their issues onto

a public agenda that would not have otherwise addressed them. But there is, of course, no

universal answer as to whether feminism and popular media do–not just can–subvert,

transgress, or change social relations because relations between the public and private, and

the oppressor and the oppressed, are both contextual and negotiated, with the oppressed

giving more than it takes.  Moreover, theories that either presume the monstrosity of the1

female or revel in its inherent subversiveness are themselves based on essentialist notions
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about men and women (e.g., Cixous, 1976; cf. Russo, 1986).

What all of this suggests, then, is that feminists must address serious and difficult

questions about the purpose and effects of their rhetoric: Does ‘bridging’ the public and

the personal mean or require conflating them? Because discourses about sex, violence

against women, and the female body involve ‘women’s issues’ and are often spoken by

women, is their legitimacy inevitably confined to the intimate rather than the public

sphere? Are issues about the body, or those persons associated with the body, inevitably

relegated to the margins of public discourse? Must they always be perceived as

indecorous? As “complaints”? As spectacles? Are they forced into embodiment in a

rational public which still privileges disembodied self-abstraction? As long as feminist

discourses are perceived as inherently disruptive, threatening, or outside the scope of

rational public debate, then what are feminists to say and do to effect ideological and

material changes? Is the threat or the disruption enough change in and of itself? In short, is

there an innate inefficacy of “feminist” discourse? Clearly, if feminism had not produced

any effects or been threatening at all, then a backlash would not have emerged against it.

But there is a crucial difference between challenging social conventions and norms and

changing them. This, I believe, remains the central problematic for feminist rhetoric and

activism, especially in a mass-mediated society in which the public is increasingly

indistinguishable from the popular, and feminism and its popular representations are

increasingly inextricable.

Mass Media

Countless scholars and laypersons prior to and since The Structural

Transformation of the Public Sphere have grappled with the impact of mass media on

individuals and society alike. And like Habermas (1962/1989), most it seems have

concluded that mass media have effected us negatively in some way. The Frankfurt

School’s pessimistic critique of the monolithic mass culture industry (as expressed in

Adorno & Horkheimer, 1947/1972) particularly influenced Habermas and others writing

during the 1950s and ‘60s, when post-Depression and postwar consumerism was at a high
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and television was becoming a fixture in many modern homes. Whereas some (e.g.,

Douglas, 1977) have argued that post-Victorian mass culture is a “feminized” culture,

even those with ‘special’ interests, including feminists such as Betty Friedan (1963/1983),

have made claims about the insidious ideological effects of mass media images. In both the

mass society and image-oriented traditions of media studies, the presumption has been that

audiences are passive consumers of media producers’ wants and needs, whether those are

for people to buy something, believe something, or do nothing at all.  2

Immersed in the “culture wars” of the 1960s and ‘70s, some scholars further

presumed that the processes of producing media texts had been rendered invisible and

imperceptible by dominant ideological apparatuses (e.g., Baudry, 1975/1985, on film;

Belsey, 1980, on literature; Brunsdon & Morley, 1978, on television). For others,

however, these presumptions oversimplified the interactive process of communication in

which meanings are made. With the goal of exposing the processes of meaning-making to

critical scrutiny, a host of theorists brought the audience back into the equation. In literary

studies, those interested in the reader’s role began to explore how meanings emerge within

an interpretive relationship between a text and its reader (see Freund, 1987; Tompkins,

1980). And as both Judith Mayne (1993) and Janet Staiger (1992) explain, these theories

of reader-response soon spilled over into the study of film spectatorship, which I will

address later in this chapter and Chapter 3. A slew of debates then emerged among media

scholars as to how free audiences really are to resist dominant messages and what textual

and contextual factors limit the possible variance in meanings (see Fiske, 1986, on

television). 

That aside for now, what is clear is that questions about media reception have

become more important as our society has become more mediated. The key issue at stake

for those interested in public discourse in mass-mediated societies, as it is for Habermas

(1962/1989), is whether citizens in a society characterized by competing personal

interests, consolidated corporate interests, and state penetration into private affairs can

affect public opinion and effect social change by critically debating and consuming culture.
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Can popular culture be a forum for the negotiation of public issues? Is there, in other

words, a “cultural public sphere,” which “includes the various channels and circuits of

mass-popular culture and entertainment” and “refers to the articulation of politics, public

and personal, as contested terrain through affective (aesthetic and emotional) modes of

communication” (McGuigan, 2005, p. 435), thereby “allowing consideration of the

political dimension of cultural life” (Hartley & Green, 2006, p. 343)?

Kevin Deluca and Jennifer Peeples (2002) find that most rhetorical and social

theorists maintain, despite their criticisms of bourgeois publics’ exclusionary norms, that

some version of a public sphere is still necessary for responsible citizenry and participatory

democracy. But Deluca and Peeples emphasize that we are living in a “media culture,”

which Douglas Kellner (1995) asserts “is a contested terrain” (p. 2) that “has come to

dominate everyday life, serving as the ubiquitous background and often the highly

seductive foreground of our attention and activity” (p. 3). According to Kellner, “A media

culture has emerged in which images, sounds, and spectacles help produce the fabric of

everyday life, dominating leisure time, shaping political views and social behavior, and

providing the materials out of which people forge their very identities” (p. 1). Given this

condition, Deluca and Peeples ask, “is it wise to retain the concept of the public sphere for

a televisual world characterized by image and spectacle?” (p. 129). 

While some, including the early Habermas (1962/1989), argue that we cannot

retain the concept of the public sphere in a mass-mediated world, Deluca and Peeples

(2002) submit that we can if we supplement it with what they call the “public screen.”

Basically, this public screen is a public sphere for a mass-mediated world in which most

public communication is no longer shared in immediate, concentrated, face-to-face

dialogues but rather disseminated (i.e., broadcast) in visual form alongside competing

discourses through disembodied technologies to distracted audiences. To demonstrate

how the public screen might work, Deluca and Peeples analyze the media coverage of the

protests at the 1999 World Trade Organization (WTO) summit in Seattle. They observe

that images of the violent and disruptive protests successfully cut through the dense mass
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of discourses competing for media attention, thereby “compelling the whole world to

watch” (p. 139). Because protestors were able to attract media attention through their

violent actions, they were then afforded the additional exposure to express their criticisms

of the WTO. Referring to the protestor’s actions as “contemporary public acts of global

citizenry” (p. 126), Deluca and Peeples suggest that the WTO example illustrates three

things: 1) the possibility of “critique through spectacle, not critique versus spectacle” (p.

134); 2) “the productive possibilities of violence on today’s public screen” (p. 138); and 3)

“the possibility of participatory democracy in a corporate-controlled mass-mediated

world” (p. 126). 

While it is hard to disagree that violent and spectacular events garner more media

attention than mundane ones, I hesitate to embrace Deluca and Peeples’ conclusions about

the public screen for two main reasons. First, and I think most obviously, is the violence

issue. Though Deluca and Peeples may not personally endorse violence, their WTO

example certainly does. With regard to the dearth of media coverage on the days when no

violence occurred, they conclude, “Apparently, without violence or the threat of violence,

the protests were not even worthy of coverage despite the significance of the issues being

discussed” (p. 140). Are we to take from this example that no matter what our cause, we

have to be violent to have it heard? This sounds more frightening and defeatist than

productive or hopeful. Perhaps a more fruitful and widely applicable conclusion could be

that violations of, say, norms, rather than violence, have productive possibilities.

Violations are often spectacularly controversial (as in the films I will examine later) and

may actually produce more enduring social effects than an act of violence.

My second concern involves Deluca and Peeples’ relatively easy embrace of the

spectacle. Spectacles may indeed be important events for critical analysis if they spark

public controversies because, as Kellner contends, “spectacles demonstrate who has

power and who is powerless, who is allowed to exercise force and violence, and who is

not” (p. 2). But Deluca and Peeples’ argument implies that the only real barriers to being

seen on the public screen are corporate interests and other spectacles competing for
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attention. Thus, they appear to presume a kind of inherent equality among spectacular

images and events. By this I mean, if any spectacle is spectacular enough, then it will

attract media attention. I suppose this is true, but it also presumes far too much about the

reception and effects of spectacular images and events, which is not unlike the premature

celebration of the subversive potential of the repressed or carnivalesque. In other words,

just because something is treated as spectacle and receives media exposure, that does not

mean that the exposure will produce any effects, let alone any lasting or desirable ones.

Consider, for example, the Miss America pageant protest staged by radical feminists in

1968 (see Chapter 2). The protestors challenged what they saw as male-defined standards

of beauty, and the event did attract media attention. However, reporters also misleadingly

claimed that feminists were burning their bras–a myth that continues to this day and has

contributed to the negative image of feminists (Friedan, 1981). I understand that debate of

any kind involves risk (which is relevant for the public sphere), but as any good public

relations person knows (and this seems relevant for the public screen), one should

carefully plan for the possible outcomes of a staged (or pseudo) event.

My point, then, is that the metaphor of the public screen, as developed by Deluca

and Peeples (2002), does not adequately account for how or why some discourses, some

images, and some events are received, evaluated, and negotiated differently than others.

Every discourse is inscribed by other discourses and is regulated by conventions and

norms that affect its meaning and reception. The notion of a public screen does not negate

the fact that dominant publics still operate according to exclusionary norms that privilege

some discourses and participants and marginalize others. As I’ve explained, women’s

discourses have historically been marked by particularity. Furthermore, and of great

relevance to the spectacular, women’s bodies have historically been marked by

particularity due to, as Warner (1992) theorizes, the asymmetries of self-abstraction;

whereas men are supposed to self-abstract in order to be men, a self-abstracting woman is

no longer a woman. The female body, then, is itself a spectacle, already marked by

distinction and on display. As we know, the cultural construct of the ‘perfect’ female body
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receives constant media attention but does little to advance the goals of feminism (except,

maybe, inspire women to become feminists). The ‘imperfect’ female body is the most

common type but also the most despised. The ‘monstrous’ or ‘grotesque’ female body,

however, does suggest some interesting possibilities for negotiating feminist issues, which

I will touch upon in Chapters 4-6. According to Russo (1986), “The figure of the female

transgressor as public spectacle is still powerfully resonant, and the possibilities of

redeploying this representation as a demystifying or utopian model have not been

exhausted” (p. 217). Yet, as Russo gleans from her review of theories on the

carnivalesque and the female grotesque, 

[A]n examination of the materials on carnival can also recall limitations, defeats,
and indifferences generated by carnival’s complicitous place in dominant culture.
There are especial dangers for women and other excluded or marginalized groups
within carnival, though even the double jeopardy . . . may suggest an ambivalent
redeployment of taboos around the female body as grotesque (the pregnant body,
the aging body, the irregular body) and as unruly when set loose in the public
sphere. (p. 214)

Thus, the notion of a public screen that relies upon images of real violence to provoke

public discourse is not only discouraging, it fails to account for why even some violent or

unruly images might be constructed, received, and interpreted differently than others.

Rather than offering a conceptual supplement to the public sphere such as the

public screen, or speculating as to the political efficacy of media spectacles, Rosa Eberly

(2000) is interested in how controversial literary texts can lead to public debates over

common issues. In Citizen Critics, Eberly examines the literary public spheres that

developed in response to four controversial twentieth-century novels–Ulysses, Tropic of

Cancer, American Psycho, and Mercy. Thus, Eberly’s project is methodologically and

theoretically similar to my own. She describes and historically situates the public

discourses written by ‘citizen critics’–private people, not experts or scholars–in response

to each of the novels. Then, through identifying and interpreting the recurring themes and

issues in the citizen critics’ arguments about the novels, Eberly finds that the critics not

only evaluated the individual texts, they made judgments about the social issues that the
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novels’ publication raised for them, including obscenity, censorship, pornography, and

publicity. The arguments with regard to the novels, in other words, disclosed the critics’

values and positions with regard to public issues. Therefore, according to Eberly, private

citizens, through discussing the novels, became involved in public debates and the

production of public opinion about issues of common concern. Similarly, as I hope to

show in Chapters 4-6, those critics (both popular and scholarly, for reasons I’ll explain

later in this chapter) who wrote in response to the controversial films Rosemary’s Baby, I

Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff became involved in wider discourses about reproduction,

rape, and pornography, specifically, and sex, violence, and the female body, generally. So,

while Habermas (1962/1989) idealizes bourgeois literary public spheres and the

eighteenth-century conjugal family’s reflective discussions that prefigured them, Eberly’s

goal is to show that the criticism of cultural texts has served a political function

subsequent to the emergence of mass media (cf. McGuigan, 2005, who also argues that

the notion of a cultural public sphere is imbedded within Habermas’ [1962/1989] original

conception). Eberly therefore believes, as do I, that “cultural texts have some role to play

in reinvigorating participatory democratic practice” (p. 1).

Eberly’s work is also instructive due to its focus on controversy and its attention

to the effects of context and discursive conventions. By examining controversies

surrounding cultural texts, Eberly is able to ascertain how private persons with different

and competing values and interests can come together publicly to discuss common

concerns. Social controversy, then, seems to be, at once, both antithetical and integral to

Habermas’ (1962/1989) conception of the universal bourgeois public sphere. A

controversy involves debate, but often among different groups. Precisely because of this,

social controversies may therefore indicate how critical debate can still occur in ‘mass’

society. Furthermore, Eberly’s work illustrates how private citizens used media such as

newspapers and magazines to argue their points of view. Habermas himself importantly

states that the public sphere “could never close itself off entirely” because “readers,

listeners, and spectators could avail themselves via the market of the objects that were
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subject to discussion” (p. 37). Because of the relative novelty and rapidly changing nature

of the internet, scholars are continuing to assess how it might provide an even better

forum for democratic and mediated public discourse. Yet, in every human discourse, it

seems that some voices are heard more than others, and Eberly also recognizes that certain

arguments in the discourses she studied were afforded greater public legitimacy and

authority than others. Considering the rhetorical strategies of invention and other means of

persuasion available to the citizen critics at the times and in the places of the discourses,

she is better able to account for why certain arguments appeared while others were

silenced–a discursive effect that also surfaces in the receptions of the controversial films I

will discuss in Chapters 4-6.

Historical Contexts

The preceding discussions of the theoretical and analytical utility of social

controversy and media discourse also serve as helpful transitions from this dissertation’s

subjects–radical feminism and controversial films–to the contextual method I will use to

investigate the relationships between them. In Hanczor’s (1997) study of the NYPD Blue

controversy mentioned earlier, he reviews three traditions of controversy

research–agenda-setting, political economy, and rhetorical–and then recommends a more

context-sensitive approach to public controversies:

Rather than focusing exclusively on the arguments contrived within the
controversy and identifying how they alone guided and directed the trajectory of
this controversy, this approach recognizes how these arguments are always
articulated or linked to larger social forces in a complex hegemonic process. . . .
The advantage of this approach to public controversy is its comprehensive
evaluation of the complex networks of relationships that form each day in political
life. (pp. 24-25)

Controversy, in other words, always implies connections and relationships among events,

discourses, and issues. Put simply, if there were not already other things happening,

already perceived problems to be solved, already nerves to be hit, there would be no

controversy. As it pertains to my project, then, both second-wave feminism and the films

Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff must have violated something to have
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become objects of public controversy and of attempts to silence or contain them. 

Still, we must take care not to idealize controversies (or spectacles) for their own

sake. Controversies not only develop in publics, they emerge in particular historical

contexts and are important in those contexts. While addressing context in Rhetoric in

Popular Culture (1994), Barry Brummett affirms, “Texts do not occur, and they are not

‘read,’ in a vacuum. An important part of being rhetorical is existing in relation to some

problem or situation” (p. 84). Michael McGee (1980) also recognizes that an “apparently

finished discourse is in fact a dense reconstruction of all the bits of other discourses from

which it was made” (p. 279). He thus asserts, “Failing to account for ‘context,’ or

reducing ‘context’ to one or two of its parts, means quite simply that one is no longer

dealing with discourse as it appears in the world” (p. 283). Scholars in other

communication-related fields similarly emphasize that context is more than merely the

backdrop of communication, and that a text (such as a conversation) cannot be removed

from its context (or de-contextualized) if one is to grasp the social and political functions

of communication. Linguistic anthropologists Charles Goodwin and Alessandro Duranti

(1992) state, “Instead of viewing context as a set of variables that statically surround strips

of talk, context and talk are now argued to stand in a mutually reflexive relationship to

each other, with talk . . . shaping context as much as context shapes talk” (p. 31). 

A contextual approach to controversy analysis therefore not only allows us to

focus on and enlarge particular “sites of struggle,” it enables us to better see how and why

a controversy erupted in the first place and what effects it has had on other discourses or

events. After all, a controversy has a far longer life, and is thus far more socially

significant, than any single event which may have sparked it.  While discussing how3

publics come into being, Warner (2002) notes, “No single text can create a public. . . .

Texts themselves do not create publics, but the concatenation of texts through time. Only

when a previously existing discourse can be supposed, and when a responding discourse

can be postulated, can a text address a public” (p. 420).

Media Contexts
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Others whose work informs my own also appreciate the significance of context

when analyzing popular representations of feminism. Julie D’Acci (1994) explains,

“historical contexts are sites for the negotiation of numerous definitions and discourses,

with certain ones achieving more power or ‘discursive authority’ at specific moments and

for specific participants than others” (p. 3). Jacinda Read (2000) finds that “it is not, in

fact, possible to separate the textual (‘the film itself’) from the extra-textual (‘the issues

surrounding the film’)” (p. 103). Bonnie Dow (1996) further advises that “it is a mistake

to treat texts as ahistorical entities that can be abstracted out of their historical/cultural

milieux and given timeless meanings” (p. 7). Following Kenneth Burke (1973) and Celeste

Condit (1989), Dow sees texts as “rhetorical entities that can be interpreted as performing

particular functions at particular times,” and, accordingly, she treats the television series

she examines as “products of their time, directed at audiences in their time and

contributing to the cultural conversation about feminism in their time” (p. 7).

These and other scholars concerned with what film scholar Christine Gledhill

(1988) calls “the political effects of textual ideologies” and “the role of textual criticism in

cultural analysis” (p. 73, italics orig.) are responding to a largely ideological-

psychoanalytic tradition of feminist media criticism which suggests that it is possible for a

critic to read or interpret the meaning of a text. Such readings, in turn, often produce

either a feminist critique of the dominant ideological messages in a text or a resistant

feminist reading of a text (i.e., a reading ‘against the grain’). This tradition has contributed

immensely to the growth and acceptance of feminist scholarship. Moreover, given

feminists’ concerns about the sexual objectification of the female body and violence

against women, and considering feminism’s long and tenuous relationship with

psychoanalytic theory’s unflattering image of the ‘abject’ female body and linking of

repressed sexual desire with violence, it is unsurprising that film scholars, especially

feminist ones, have applied ideological-psychoanalytic approaches to horror films such as

Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff, each of which combine full female

nudity and graphic violence against women. Such readings, however, often fail to account
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for how different audiences may interpret the same text in different ways (as Stuart Hall’s,

1980/1992, encoding/decoding model illustrates), how various receptions may be

produced by various material conditions and discursive positions (as Condit’s, 1989,

theory of polyvalence describes), or how various historical conditions inevitably produce

different texts in the first place. In other words, such readings often neglect how texts and

the political, economic, and social conditions of their production and reception are shaped

by their interactivity within particular historical contexts.

Addressing the constitutive elements of media contexts, Gledhill proposes in her

influential essay, “Pleasurable Negotiations” (1988), that discursive struggles over, or

negotiations of, cultural meanings “can be analyzed at three different levels: institutions,

texts and audiences– although distinctions between levels are ones of emphasis, rather

than of rigid separation” (p. 68). Following this, D’Acci (1994) focuses on “the continual

process of negotiation at the levels of industry, text, and reception” (p. 8), and Dow

(1996) stresses “the interrelationships among industry and commercial imperatives, textual

strategies, political and social climates in the United States, and television audiences” (p.

xix). Sarah Projansky (2001) similarly states that her “transtextual critical perspective”

emphasizes the interconnectedness of “consumption and production practices,” and she

appreciates how “media provide a cumulative set of discourses that saturate the cultural

landscape and compete for spectators’ attentions” (p. 17). Not only, then, is a specific

media text and the conditions of its production and reception interrelated in an even wider

network of political, economic, and social forces, other media texts and institutions are

part of that wider network as well, thereby influencing the ideological struggles and

negotiations that take place therein. These and other scholars therefore challenge the

practice of reading a media text as an isolated product in order to locate its ideological

meaning–a practice which, owing to its lack of context-sensitivity, fails to fully realize that

media texts are saturated with intersecting discourses and are historically woven to the

contexts in which they are produced, released, and received. Ideological readings of

isolated texts, such as many of those which apply psychoanalytic insights to films, also risk
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perpetuating the same discursive practice of self-abstraction–involving detachment,

separation, and an “aesthetics of distance”–that has framed women as abject and relegated

them to the intimate sphere (Shaviro, 1993, p. 13). 

Ideological analyses of media contexts, however, allow one to better understand

how media events contribute to, and are themselves products of, interrelated contextual

forces and a “cumulative set of discourses.” Such analyses involve analyzing contextual

struggles rather than only textual ones (often called ‘gaps’ or ‘fissures’) which purport to

represent wider hegemonic struggles. Although Lynne Pearce’s The Rhetorics of

Feminism (2004) is decidedly not contextual (it involves “the close stylistic analysis of

rhetorical devices” such as pronoun usage and argument structure in feminist texts from

the 1990s [p. 20]), she expresses concern about feminist scholars’ (mis)use of texts for

cultural theorizing. Pearce sees nothing inherently wrong with treating texts “as ciphers

for all manner of ideologies” (p. 3), but she questions the practice of taking a text itself to

be “symptomatic of a discourse” (p. 218, italics orig.). She argues that “those working in

this theoretical mode . . . have not always been fully aware of where they are locating their

meaning, or how they are using it” (p. 3, italics orig.). Thus, as Pearce conveys, it is

important both to know what one is analyzing and why, and to select a method of analysis

appropriate for that purpose.

Because I want to understand how and why particular media controversies

participated in the public negotiation of second-wave feminist discourses about sex,

violence, and the female body, I will combine the benefits of a contextual approach to

public controversy and those of a contextual approach to media criticism and employ a

context-sensitive form of ideological criticism to look at the controversies surrounding

Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff. Instead of reading the films alone for

their possible representations of feminism and feminist issues, I will also look critically at

the ideologies present in the controversies over the films because these are sites where

feminist discourses about sex, violence, and the female body have intersected with the

productions and receptions of the films and where feminism’s discursive struggles can be
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seen. As this connects to my discussion of publics, then, in Warner’s (2002) words, “A

text, to have a public, must continue to circulate through time, and because this can only

be confirmed through an intertextual environment of citation and implication, all publics

are intertextual” (p. 421).

To explore the ideological and rhetorical struggles involved in each controversy, I

will consult a consistent set of evidentiary materials compatible with the three levels of a

contextual approach to ideological media criticism. I will consider narrative and cinematic

features of the films themselves by describing what happens in the films, to whom, how

conflicts are resolved, and how cinematic techniques attempt to influence viewers’

identification with certain characters. I will also investigate how each film and its

promotional strategy drew upon and exploited wider discourses about sex and violence

(feminist and otherwise) as well as larger industrial forces, all of which ultimately

influenced the film’s cultural production and contributed to its controversial reception. I

will argue specifically that each film became controversial due in part to its exploitative

promotional strategy or, put another way, its producer’s rhetorical attempts to attract

audiences by appropriating discourses about sex and violence. The films I will discuss

likely violated audiences’ expectations as to how to receive the films with regard to

subject matter, generic and character conventions, and the film industry’s voluntary rating

system (e.g., Rosemary’s Baby’s use of Church of Satan founder, Anton LeVey, to

promote the film; I Spit on Your Grave’s exploitative title, tagline, and poster; and Snuff’s

blurring of the horror and pornography genres through its X-rating and cinéma vérité

epilogue). When viewed in relation to feminist discourses about sex and violence

circulating contemporaneously to the films’ releases, these promotional strategies can then

be understood as contributing to the representations of sex and violence in the subsequent

receptions of the films. Accordingly, I will also inspect popular and scholarly receptions of

each film. The receptions convey the positions staked in the controversies, are themselves

effects of the film and its promotion, and are therefore representative of wider concerns

about feminism.
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Reception Studies

One important aspect of a film’s reception is the scholarly treatment it has

received. Not only does previous scholarly attention help to justify the selection of a film

for analysis (as it did for Projansky [2001] and Thelma & Louise), scholarly interpretations

of a film provide further evidence of the ways in which a film’s meanings have been

negotiated. Film scholar Janet Staiger (1992) uses the reception of Rear Window (1954)

to illustrate a historical materialist, “context-activated” approach to reception studies.

Staiger describes the reading strategies of several early reviews of the film and then

compares them to subsequent scholarly interpretations. Although this approach to film

reception “tries to trace possible dominant and marginal interpretive strategies available

historically” (i.e., at the time of the film’s initial release), Staiger also explains,

In the ideal situation, a historical materialist reception studies does not stop,
however, at the time of the initial reception of the movie. The reason for this is that
such a synchronic vision of the experience is only part of what might be learned. . .
. Consequently, the continued rereadings of Rear Window by academics . . . are
also part of a possible study. In this case, they continue as encrustations.
Furthermore, their interpretations suggest some quite interesting historical shifts in
at least the academic community’s procedure for interpreting films. (p. 93)

In other words, by continuing the conversation about a particular film, scholars add a

discursive dimension to the film’s reception, perhaps concatenating other texts over time.

Their interpretations are also informed by their own particular set of academic conventions

and historical conditions. As Staiger puts it, “the review and scholarly article are genres in

themselves; thus, their conventions mediate the results” (p. 89). Therefore, in light of three

things–1) the controversies surrounding Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and

Snuff; 2) the ideological-psychoanalytic approaches scholars often apply to horror films

such as these; and 3) the historical conditions in which these scholars have applied these

approaches–it is important to review whether other scholars who have interpreted these

three films have considered the historical discourses mediating both the initial popular

receptions and their own scholarly receptions, and, if not, what effects such omissions

have had on feminist discourses. I will argue that those who have failed to appreciate the
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historical conditions of either the films’ productions or controversial receptions tend to

replicate, rather than criticize, both the themes in the initial popular reviews and the

dominant ideologies and conventions informing them.

Popular Reviews

Popular reviews are another important aspect of a film’s historical reception

because, besides evidencing the reviewers’ own interpretations of a film, they act as

previews for other viewers (Carlson, 1989). Along with generic and character

conventions, industry ratings, and promotional materials, reviews help to shape audience

expectations and influence others’ interpretations of a film, thereby expanding what we

can learn about a film’s reception. In addition, considering that a film, its reviews, and

subsequent interpretations are all products of particular historical moments, investigating

how they relate thematically and rhetorically can help us better identify the dominant and

marginalized ideological positions taken at those moments. Moreover, describing other

cultural, political, social, or economic discourses and events germane to those historical

moments can, in turn, help to better understand the relationships between a film and why it

was received as it was. In a reception study of the 1972 film A Clockwork Orange, Staiger

(2000) consults popular reviews, outlines the major themes in the controversy over the

film’s violence and sexuality, and clarifies that, while “details of the fans’ responses to the

film could not be found” (p. 107), her analysis situates

the U.S. public critical reception of A Clockwork Orange in parts of its cultural
context with the hopes that understanding some of the dynamics and tensions
existing within the moment of the film’s release will provide a description of some
associations available to a film viewer of the era. These contextual associations
would have a bearing on eventually answering questions about effect. (p. 93)

Due to the age of the films I will discuss, fans’ responses to the films during their original

theatrical releases are also unavailable. Yet, as Kellner (1995) explains, “One can study the

reception of media culture by analyzing its reviews, criticism, and the ways that the texts

become embedded in popular discourses and generate a multiplicity of diverse effects” (p.

106).

Read (2000) also articulates how examining popular reviews of a controversial
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film can be a particularly valuable way of exploring the wider ideological debates over the

issues confronted within the film. In one chapter, Read undertakes an “analysis of the way

in which feminism was constructed in reviews of the rape-revenge film” (p. 15). Unlike my

analysis of I Spit on Your Grave, however, Read looks at the more-recent and award-

winning films The Accused (1988) and Thelma & Louise (1991). Nonetheless, because we

are both interested in popular representations of feminism, Read’s observations about

what promotional materials and popular reviews of controversial films might tell us about

popular understandings of feminism are useful:

Indeed, as Richard Dyer’s [1979, 1986] work on film stars illustrates, extratextual
material such as star personas, reviews and publicity material play an important
part in the construction of any particular text’s meanings, particularly its dominant
or preferred meanings. Traditionally, feminist analyses of mainstream texts have
read against the grain of these dominant or preferred meanings in order to produce
resistant feminist readings. Here, however, I want to read with the grain of these
dominant meanings as they are inscribed in reviews of The Accused and Thelma
and Louise in order to explore the ways in which they might produce popular,
common-sense understandings of feminism. Of course, that both films were the
subject of fierce controversy and debate would appear to militate against a reading
of the reviews as constitutive of a set of dominant meanings. What I want to argue,
however, is that the controversy both films engendered and which was played out
in reviews of the films can be seen as symptomatic of the wider struggle over
meanings that characterized the hegemonic project of the New Right during the
1980s and 1990s. Within this context, therefore, the dominant meanings the
reviews produced were always, in a sense, negotiated. . . . [and] the meanings the
reviews of The Accused and Thelma and Louise constructed were particularly
illustrative of these processes. (pp. 103-104, italics orig.).

Read’s work is thus both theoretically and methodologically relevant to my own in that I

will also analyze the ideological positions represented in the critical receptions of

Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff and treat them, along with the films’

scholarly receptions and promotional strategies, as “symptomatic of the wider struggle

over meanings” of feminism. My project, however, differs from the work of Read and

others in at least two important ways and therefore contributes uniquely to the fields of

communication and feminist studies.

Contributions
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First, my project investigates more than rape-revenge (or even rape-related) films.

It is important to remember, as the terms ‘wave’ and ‘movement’ themselves connote, that

feminism has never been static or one-dimensional. On the contrary, since the first public

emergence of an organized feminist movement in the U.S. in the mid-1800s, feminism has

produced concrete results, experienced backlashes, re-emerged to confront new or

lingering issues, faced new or lingering backlashes, and so on. If there is one unifying

characteristic of feminism it is that it has always been dynamic, emerging out of various

contexts in which there has been a “cycle of protest” (Staggenborg, 1991) and, in turn,

influencing and transforming those contexts. While criticizing post-feminists Rene Denfeld

(1995), Katie Roiphe (1993), and Naomi Wolf (1994) for their “often uninformed and

somewhat appalling” claims about second-wave feminism, Deborah Siegel (1997) also

touches upon the dynamic quality of feminism:

[T]he historiographic readings of a social movement that these particular authors
produce are severely limited, in that the authors’ desires for mastery overwrite any
attempt to keep a dialogue moving. In their incorporation of a rhetoric of
repossession, in their masterful articulation of “good” feminism, and in their
righteous condemnation of a monolithic “bad” feminism, Wolf, Roiphe, and
Denfeld make feminist history the story of a product rather than that of a process.
(p. 59)

Appreciating second-wave feminism as a historical process thus calls for not only a

contextual method capable of investigating it as such but also an analysis of it as a series

or sequence of events, rhetorical strategies, and struggles over issues. By exploring the

converging feminist and media discourses about reproduction (one of the first issues

addressed by a majority of second-wave feminists), rape (according to Echols [1989] the

next significant issue addressed by radical feminists), and then pornography (the issue that,

for many, killed the movement), my project hopes to provide insights into why feminists

moved from one issue to another and how they adapted rhetorically to their shifting

situational needs and constraints.

Such potential insights relate to a second difference between my work and those of

others. Rather than looking at more-recent media events or controversies which may
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represent the more-recent backlash against second-wave feminism or may be associated

with a ‘post-feminist’ era, I have selected controversial films which were originally

released in 1968, 1976, and 1978, when most agree second-wave feminism was still a

movement (i.e., pre-backlash or pre-post-feminism). Examining films released during

second-wave feminism and the controversies which have surrounded both may therefore

help us to see emergent signs of the imminent backlash. If so, such historical research

might help feminists today re-think their current rhetorical situations and strategies, which,

as Siegel (1997) claims, should still be an important goal for an effective and active

feminist politics. According to cultural critic Meaghan Morris (1998), we might view

feminism today in terms of its “struggles over the meaning and value of history in the

present” (p. 23). Although Morris’ objects of analysis differ from mine as well,  she too is4

“concerned with the role played by images and stories of the past in the conflicts of the

present” (p. 20). 

My project also contributes to the field of communication studies by demonstrating

the value of media controversies and historical contexts in the analysis of public

discourses. There have been innumerable rhetorical analyses of public speeches,

newspapers, films, television programs, advertising campaigns, websites, and other

popular media texts, but disproportionately few analyses of media reception or media

controversies given their potential political significance and rhetorical relevance to public

debates over social norms and values. Moreover, the films Rosemary’s Baby, I Spit on

Your Grave, and Snuff have received little attention from rhetorical scholars, perhaps due

to a perceived lack of remarkable textual features in the films themselves. But, as I have

argued, these films are less important as isolated texts than as objects of controversy.

Examining controversies surrounding fictional media texts is different than analyzing the

frequently more overt political messages in nonfiction texts such as Presidential addresses,

which has been a common practice in rhetorical studies. However, I believe that a project

such as this one is useful to rhetorical studies because it looks not only at filmic texts but

how those texts worked on their audiences, and then considers the rhetorical situations of



63

the texts and their receptions, which in my analyses involved feminist discourses. In turn,

my research explores the social functions of the films and their critical receptions (i.e., the

controversies), both of which, through their particular points of view, had the potential to

influence their audiences’ perceptions of feminism and its issues. Controversial media

events, including fictional films, then, participate in the negotiation of real-world public

problems. In these cases, feminism. In this way, my project also contributes to feminist

film studies. By exploring the historical conditions which produced actual interpretations

of a film, rather than analyzing the film alone for possible interpretations of it, a contextual

approach to reception better enables scholars to ascertain why films are received as they

are in particular historical moments and how these receptions are symptomatic of ongoing

public struggles over the meanings of feminism and its history.

Summary

Given feminists’ longstanding concerns about the effects of media images, and

prompted by the current need to engage the history of second-wave feminism itself,

feminist scholars are increasingly recognizing the significant role that media discourse play

in shaping popular understandings of feminism and its history. Limited, however, by the

ahistorical readings often produced by traditional feminist film analyses of media texts,

some communication scholars now advocate a contextual methodology capable of

exploring how various discourses intersect at particular historical moments and produce

particular texts and interpretations of those texts. In addition to context’s utility for media

and cultural criticism, I have also explained how context is vital to both studies of social

controversy and historical feminist research. Considering that both controversies and

feminist movements emerge in response to problems already perceived to exist, both

become visible sites in which ideologies clash and transform each other in hegemonic

struggles over meanings and values. 

To better understand how the meanings and effects of second-wave feminism have

been negotiated and constructed in media discourses, I have outlined a project that

investigates media controversies surrounding particular films by examining features of the
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1. As for the radical potential of spectacle, Mikhail Bakhtin described in Rabelais and His
World (1965/1984) medieval grotesque carnivals (e.g., “numerous parodies and travesties,
humiliations, profanations, comic crownings and uncrownings” performed by dwarfs and
giants [p. 11]) which openly laughed in the face of sovereign authority by mocking the
seriousness of the aristocratic spectacle. While challenging and subversive, these counter-
spectacles did not, however, negate or undo the authority of the sovereign.

films themselves, the films’ promotional strategies, the popular and scholarly receptions of

the films, and how all of these intersected with feminist discourses in their shared historical

contexts. Specifically, I will explore the controversies surrounding three films–Rosemary’s

Baby (1968), I Spit on Your Grave (1978), and Snuff (1976)–each of which serves as a

case study through which we can observe how the struggles of radical feminism, the

struggles over radical feminism, and the effects of these struggles were made visible in the

discursive struggles over films within a shared historical context. I have argued that radical

second-wave feminism and the issues of reproduction, rape, and pornography are

particularly worthy of analysis because they are misunderstood, highly criticized, and

therefore controversial themselves. Moreover, because radical feminism is associated with

these public discourses about female sexuality and violence against women’s bodies, I

examine how these discourses were negotiated and represented in controversies

surrounding films which contemporaneously made the female body visible.

With this project, I hope to contribute to the field of communication studies by

contextually analyzing media controversies and media reception and how they relate to

larger public debates about important social issues. My work further answers the call in

media studies to account for the historical conditions which not only produce particular

texts which may promote or challenge dominant ideologies, but also influence the ways in

which audiences interpret those texts. Finally, my research has potential political

importance for feminist studies in that I address the shifting rhetorical situations and

strategies of second-wave feminism and suggest how some of these strategies

accommodated, rather than ‘radically’ challenged, masculinist norms of the public sphere.

Notes
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2. Marshall McLuhan began warning in 1951 about the “helpless state engendered by the
prolonged mental rutting [that] is the effect of many ads and much entertainment alike” (p.
v). And Guy Debord argued in his famous work, The Society of the Spectacle
(1967/1999), that human communication had been replaced by the consumption of images
and that mass media were creating a society of complicit individuals.

3. Consider, for example, the year-long controversy that preceded and followed Mel
Gibson’s film The Passion of the Christ (2004), or the lengthy battles over indecency
following Janet Jackson’s “wardrobe malfunction” during the halftime performance at the
Superbowl in early 2004.

4. Morris (1998) examines how the Australian tourist industry uses the continent’s history
to recreate Australians’ image of themselves.
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CHAPTER 2: ACTIVIST-ORIENTED FEMINISM

Because the relations between feminism and popular media have become

increasingly important to our understandings of the history, meaning, and thus future of

feminism, this project explores how and why particular media events converged with

second-wave feminist discourses about sex and violence from the late-1960s to the early

1980s. More specifically, Chapters 4-6 contain case studies through which we may

observe how and why reproduction, rape, and pornography discourses were represented

and negotiated as they were in and around controversial films which featured ‘monstrous’

female bodies. But to better situate these analyses, we must first have a clearer sense of

what second-wave feminism actually entailed. All second-wave feminists believed that

women are oppressed, and each school of thought addressed the issues of reproduction,

marriage, and the family. They diverged, however, as to the nature and source of women’s

oppression and, consequently, as to how to address and eliminate it. The diverse schools

of second-wave feminist thought–most prominently, liberal, radical, Marxist/socialist,

psychoanalytic, and cultural–emerged somewhat contemporaneously in accordance with

their particular theoretical and contextual influences during the 1960s and ‘70s. But each

further developed in response to what it saw as the deficiencies in the others and, as a

result, the schools overlapped and conflicted in complicated ways, ideologically and

structurally.1

This chapter and the next will therefore provide the historical and rhetorical

grounding necessary to discern and assess second-wave feminism’s various theories,

issues, strategies, and debates.  Because liberal feminism, the multifaceted (and thus most2

categorically problematic) radical feminism, and Marxist/socialist feminism emerged first

in the 1960s and shared an activist orientation towards ending women’s oppression, I will

review them in this chapter, reserving the slightly later and more theoretically oriented

psychoanalytic feminism, cultural feminism, and the field of feminist film studies for the

next. From this survey of second-wave feminist writings, we can see the birth of a fairly

unified campaign for women’s reproductive freedom, the growth of a dynamic and



67

expansive crusade to end many forms of women’s oppression in the public and private

spheres, and the maturation and eventual death of a movement stunted by an economic

recession, contained by a conservative backlash, and fractured by incessant infighting. So,

prior to examining three cases in which popular media discourses have represented and

negotiated second-wave feminism and its issues, this chapter and the next will

contextualize how and why feminism and its issues were being represented and negotiated

within the second-wave feminist movement itself.

Liberal Feminism

In 1963, a Presidential commission issued a report on the status of American

women and Congress passed the Equal Pay Act (Rosen, 2000). But most regard Betty

Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, published the same year, and the National Organization

for Women (NOW), which Friedan co-founded in 1966, as inaugurating the second-wave

women’s movement and the best-known expressions of second-wave liberal feminism.

Liberal feminism’s origins, its critique of the social construction of femininity and,

accordingly, Freud, and its promotion of equality for women in the public sphere are

important to review because they served as benchmarks from which other forms of

feminism would develop, often in opposing ways. In addition, liberal feminism’s

individualistic rhetoric of choice came to dominate an abortion rights movement that not

only prompted a “pro-life” countermovement, it also inspired criticism for purportedly

excluding women with material differences and limited choices, issues I will address in

later chapters.

Writing in the context of post-World War II America, Friedan (1963/1983)

recognized a problem “that ha[d] no name” but was afflicting countless women like her.

Millions of American women had gained access to the paid labor force for the first time

during the war, and a majority reported wanting to keep their jobs when the war ended.3

Many, however, were indeed displaced by returning male veterans and thus had little

choice but to return to the domestic sphere,  which, according to a myriad of marriage4

experts, psychoanalysts, and media images in the 1950s, was where women not only
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belonged but could and should find true feminine fulfillment. But in interviewing women

about their own feelings and experiences, Friedan found that many felt empty, lost, and

isolated in the role of subservient housewife and doting mother, and, on top of that, guilty

for feeling this way. Giving this problem a name, Friedan, herself an educated 1950s

suburban housewife and mother of three, claimed that these postwar women had been

manipulated and trapped by the “feminine mystique.”  The mystique, Friedan argued,5

instructed women to attract and satisfy a husband, create and maintain a proper domestic

environment, and that if they were either unhappy or unsuccessful at doing so, they were

failures as women. As a result, the mystique pressured women to forfeit the goals of

education and employment–indeed, their very identities–that wartime measures had made

seemingly plausible.

Friedan further posited how the feminine mystique had been so successfully

perpetuated. I cited in the Introduction her description of the idealized “happy housewife

heroine” image that pervaded postwar advertisements, self-help books, women’s

magazines, television programs, and newspaper columns. Friedan, also a former student of

psychology, explained that America’s indiscriminate embrace of Freudianism had fostered

such images and lent them authority:

Freud was accepted so quickly and completely at the end of the forties that for
over a decade no one even questioned the race of the educated American woman
back to the home. When questions finally had to be asked because something was
obviously going wrong, they were so completely within the Freudian framework
that only one answer was possible: education, freedom, rights are wrong for
women. . . . [A]fter the war, Freudian psychology became much more than a
science of human behavior, a therapy for the suffering. It became an all-embracing
American ideology, a new religion. (p. 123)

Generally, Friedan believed that Freud had overemphasized biology and sexuality as

determinates of human behavior and denounced his phallocentric ideas about woman’s

biological inferiority and social passivity (her ‘lack’). She, as other second-wave feminists

soon would, also recognized how Freud’s American followers during the 1930s to 1950s

pushed the modern woman of the ‘20s and the working woman of the ‘40s back into their

place by constructing women as sexually masochistic and naïve (and thus ‘naturally’
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dependent upon men) and claiming that if a woman didn’t behave accordingly, she was

pathologically frigid and neurotic (Gerhard, 2001). Historian Mari Jo Buhle (1998)

observes, “It was not so much the scholarship of psychoanalysis that engaged [feminists]

but the popular renditions in Hollywood films, middlebrow commentary, childrearing and

marriage manuals, and the bestselling tradebooks” (p. 210). Accordingly, Friedan

declared, “We need a drastic reshaping of the cultural image of femininity that will permit

women to reach maturity, identity, completeness of self . . . ” (p. 364). To do so, NOW

members actively sought to eliminate sexist stereotypes in everything from textbooks to

advertising and, in 1967, some even staged a demonstration on Mother’s Day by dumping

a huge pile of aprons in front of the White House, where suffragists had chained

themselves fifty years earlier (Rosen, 2000).

Second-wave liberal feminists such as Friedan, like many of their first-wave

predecessors, also appealed to Western philosophies of humanism and individualism to

support their demands for women’s “rights” in public arenas such as education,

employment, and politics. Influenced by earlier works–including Mary Wollstonecraft’s

Vindication of the Rights of Women, The Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions,

Harriet Taylor’s Enfranchisement of Women, John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of

Women, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s “The Solitude of Self”–second-wave liberal

feminists asserted that women, just as men, are human beings who have the mental

capacity for rational thought, and are individuals who deserve the chance to experience

self-fulfillment with complete autonomy (Jaggar, 1983). They therefore reasoned that

women, just as men, possess the natural rights of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of

happiness” and should be granted equal opportunities to exercise these rights within public

institutions. For instance, NOW’s 1966 “Statement of Purpose” (as cited in Donovan,

1993), affirmed that it was

dedicated to the proposition that women, first and foremost, are human beings,
who like all other people in our society, must have the chance to develop their
fullest human potential. We believe that women can achieve equality only by
accepting to the full the challenges and responsibilities they share with all other
people in our society, as part of the decision-making mainstream of American
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political, economic and social life. (p. 25)

Friedan thus concluded that women’s ‘nameless’ problem “is simply the fact that

American women are kept from growing to their full human capacities” (p. 364). As for

the source of this problem, she and NOW perceived it as women’s lack of equal access to,

and lack of equality within, public institutions or, as Rosemary Tong (1989) puts it, the

“customary and legal constraints that block women’s entrance and/or success in the so-

called public sphere” (p. 2). 

For liberal feminists, then, the path to women developing their ‘full human

capacities’ lay outside the private, domestic sphere. Friedan (1963/1983) contended, “The

key to the trap is, of course, education. . . . I think that education, and only education, has

saved, and can continue to save, American women from the greater dangers of the

feminine mystique” (p. 357), and advised,

The only way for a woman, as for a man, to find herself, to know herself as a
person, is by creative work of her own. There is no other way. But a job, any job,
is not the answer—in fact, it can be part of the trap. Women who do not look for
jobs equal to their actual capacity, who do not let themselves develop the lifetime
interests and goals which require serious education and training . . . are walking,
almost as surely as the ones who stay inside the housewife trap, to a nonexistent
future. (p. 344)

But in the mid-1960s, a woman securing a fulfilling job was easier said than done. Ruth

Rosen (2000) explains,

NOW’s statement challenged American society to heed women’s grievances.
One of those issues was that despite the optimistic social programs of Kennedy’s
New Frontier and Johnson’s Great Society, the economic status of women had
actually declined. By 1966, the wages of full-time year-round women workers
averaged only 60 percent of those of men, a drop of 3.6 percent in a decade. Black
women, burdened by the double discrimination of sex and race, earned even less.
In addition, although 46.4 percent of American adult women now worked, 75
percent of them labored in routine clerical, sales, or factory jobs or as household
workers, cleaning women, and hospital attendants.

In all the professions, women were also losing ground. Though they
constituted 53 percent of the population, they represented less than 1 percent of
federal judges, less that 4 percent of lawyers, and only 7 percent of doctors. In
addition, since World War II, men had been replacing women in professions once
considered “women’s fields”—as administrators of secondary and elementary
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schools, librarians, and social workers. (pp. 78-79)

Liberal feminists therefore wanted a new set of laws, rules, and expectations that

would protect women’s civil rights as well as offer them economic, political, and social

justice. At NOW’s first national conference in 1967, members adopted a “Bill of Rights”

(1970) in which they demanded an Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution, “the

right of women to be educated to their full potential equally with men,” and “the right of

women in poverty to secure job training, housing, and family allowances on equal terms

with men” (pp. 576-577). To these ends, early NOW activities included: picketing men-

only establishments; advocating Social Security reform and equitable tax and divorce laws;

pressing the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission to prohibit sex-segregated want

ads and to enforce the “sex” provision in Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act;

campaigning against airlines that forced stewardesses to resign once they married or

turned thirty-two; and establishing a Legal Defense Fund, which enabled NOW to file over

one thousand suits against discriminatory employment practices during the 1970s (Cohen,

1988; Rosen, 2000; Ryan, 1992).

In addition to the above demands, NOW’s “Bill of Rights” (1970) called for paid

maternity leave, childcare facilities at work, tax deductions for home and childcare

expenses, and, last on the list, “The right of women to control their own reproductive lives

by removing from the penal code laws limiting access to contraceptive information and

devices, and by repealing penal laws governing abortion” (p. 577, italics added). In the

context of NOW’s emphasis on education and employment, these demands strongly

suggested that women had failed to gain an equal footing with men, particularly in the

workplace, not only because of discriminatory hiring and firing practices but also because

of the burdens of reproduction and motherhood. While the maternity and childcare

provisions could obviously serve both women’s domestic and employment needs, legal

contraception and abortion could offer women the opportunity–the choice–to delay or

forgo entirely a domestic role. According to Winifred Wandersee (1988), “sexuality,

family structure, the relationship between men and women, parents and children, and
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women’s employment” were all part of the “unspoken meaning behind the abortion

debate” (p. 184). In short, NOW’s demands conveyed that equality for women in the

public sphere was contingent upon each woman’s complete autonomy with regard to her

own fertility. Liberal feminists, then, followed other reproduction rights advocates by

appealing to judicial interpretations of the Fourteenth Amendment that provide for equal

protection under the law, as well as the protection of an individual’s rights to privacy,

liberty, and property (Tribe, 1990). Liberal feminists reasoned that because a woman’s

body is her own private property, neither the government nor any other entity can deprive

her of the right to make her own choices about her body. Hence, by restricting access to

contraception and criminalizing abortion, the state was both failing to protect as well as

violating women’s constitutionally afforded rights.

Not only is this discussion relevant to my analysis of Rosemary’s Baby and

reproduction discourses in Chapter 4, it brings to the fore why second-wave feminists

have been criticized and why they debated amongst themselves from the start. Some

women who hoped that the new feminism would improve their lives in ways that the first

wave had not came to believe that NOW’s liberal rhetoric of equality and choice did not

apply equally to them, thereby replicating the exclusivity of the dominant (male) public

sphere. Many women of color and others whose material conditions differed from those of

NOW’s predominantly white, married, middle-class members simply had fewer choices

available to them in terms of reproduction and vocation, which led to many of the theories

that I will review in Chapter 7.

But even within NOW itself, there were several potentially crippling early disputes,

which almost always involved sex. Generally, NOW wanted to avoid any discussion of

sexuality for fear that it would make the women’s movement look less respectable. As for

abortion, Friedan herself barely mentioned it in The Feminine Mystique, perhaps because

it was still such a taboo topic at the time (Tribe, 1990). But for the reasons outlined

above, she did tirelessly support abortion rights and demanded that the issue be included in

NOW’s “Bill of Rights.” Several of NOW’s other leaders, however, opposed the
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inclusion. While Catholic members abstained from voting on the issue, others left NOW

entirely, forming the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL) in 1968 to focus on

workplace and educational discrimination. Those who left were “certain that such a

controversial issue would offend potential sympathizers” (Rosen, 2000, p. 83), “were

afraid of being called ‘loose’ women” (Tribe, p. 44) and “worried that the focus on

abortion could jeopardize the dignity of the movement and distract from their economic

goals” (p. 45). 

As for other sexual issues, however, Friedan wanted nothing to do with them. In

1970, she infamously purged NOW of its lesbian members, whom she had labeled the

“lavender menace” (Rosen, 2000). Moreover, Marcia Cohen (1988) writes, “Betty would

generally avoid two subjects of major importance to many women in the movement:

pornography and rape, the entire area of physical violence, in fact” (p. 267). After several

years of radical feminist consciousness-raising, and after Friedan had stepped down as its

president, NOW did, however, become involved with the anti-rape movement in 1973 by

addressing the issue’s legal aspects (see Chapter 5). The organization also passed

resolutions in 1971 and 1973 recognizing lesbian oppression as a feminist issue and

extending its civil rights initiatives to include sexual orientation (Rosen). Yet, such actions

hardly eased the tensions among feminists. According to Jane Gerhard (2001), although

the New York branch of NOW sponsored a conference on sexuality in 1974 (unheard of

under Friedan’s watch) and “attempted to speak to all women—gay and straight—about

sexual practice and sexual pleasure” (p. 149, italics orig.), “not all feminists embraced the

event or the spirit of sexual egalitarianism it promoted” (p. 150). Specifically, “A number

of lesbian feminists denounced the conference as too heterosexual, too reformist, too soft

on pornography, and too focused on orgasm” (p. 150). Now, this only begins to suggest

what a convolution feminism had become by the mid-1970s: While some liberal feminists

had adopted some of radical feminists’ issues (rape and sexual pleasure), some lesbian

feminists, not welcome in either camp, had advocated separatism and helped to push

radical feminism towards cultural feminism, which had latched onto the pornography



74

issue, further pitting the anti-pornography culturals against the anti-censorship liberals–all

of which is important to the rest of this dissertation, especially Chapter 6.

From these internal disputes over sex, as well as from NOW’s position that a

woman’s body is her private property, we can observe that liberal feminists did not regard

the female body as the source of women’s oppression, more as an obstacle to women’s

advancement that must be overcome through legal and political reforms. Valerie Bryson

(1992) summarizes, “Liberal feminism concentrates on rights in the public sphere and does

not analyse power relationships that may exist within the home or private life; it assumes

that the justice of its cause will ensure its success and that men will have no reason to

oppose it” (p. 3). Other second-wave feminists, however, challenged liberal feminism’s

practical and theoretical neglect of private issues and the female body on the grounds that

if all human beings are indeed capable of rational thought, and if sex differences are

irrelevant, then why are women oppressed? Those critical of liberal feminism derived

different answers and thus proposed different solutions. But no other school of second-

wave feminist thought was as divided, or as divisive, on the nature of women’s oppression

and how to deal with it as radical feminism.

Radical Feminism

Unlike liberal feminism, radical feminism’s broad conception of patriarchy–a

system of male supremacy that grounds all other forms of oppression–enabled an

impressive critique of the many insidious ways in which women are oppressed through

their bodies and in intimate relations. Radical feminism’s slogans–“the personal is

political” and “sisterhood is powerful”–also inspired the women’s movement’s most

daring protests and overt challenges to traditional notions of masculinity and femininity.

But radical feminism’s very strengths–its breadth, its audacity–proved unwieldy and

alienating: Universalizing assumptions about women’s collective oppression led to internal

battles too intricate to ever fully grasp; candid talk about sexuality violated public norms

of decorum; utopian goals of a world without sex distinctions seemed unattainable to

some and were undesirable to others; and bold claims about the ‘nature’ of men planted
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the essentialist seeds later cultivated by cultural feminists. For these reasons, radical

feminism is the most excoriated form of second-wave feminism. As I mentioned in the

Introduction, critics–feminist and otherwise–blame it for killing the women’s movement,

ruining society, etc. I, however, argue in later chapters that the negotiation of radical

feminism, not radical feminism alone, contributed to the demise of the second-wave

women’s movement. Because the overall purpose of my project is to explore popular

understandings of second-wave feminist issues and why such ideas developed, an

examination of radical feminism’s issues, debates, and oft-criticized theories, and how and

why they developed, is necessary.

From the Left

Most of those who became well-known radical feminists had previously been

members of various civil rights, anti-war, other New Left organizations, or regional

chapters of NOW in the mid-1960s. But the “contemptuous treatment they received from

male radicals in the ‘New Left’” (Donovan, 1993, p. 141) and the problems they had with

NOW’s liberal “reformist” agenda led many radical women to renounce both and form

“innumerable small groups engaged in a variety of activities whose contact with one

another was always tenuous” (Freeman, 1999, p. 16).

As for the Left, many young, activist women–having learned strategies of protest

and theories about oppression, exploitation, and false consciousness from their

involvement in groups such as Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the Congress for

Racial Equality (CORE), and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee

(SNCC)–hoped that women’s grievances would be addressed from within these

‘revolutionary’ organizations. But by 1968, 

Women’s liberationists were coming to the conclusion that their experience of
sixties protest had been marred by a painful situation in which the language of
liberation was spoken on behalf of everyone who was oppressed—but not for
women. . . . In Movement organizations women were being treated as secretaries,
supporters, sex objects, and, occasionally, targets of misogynistic verbal abuse, but
not as complete human beings and equal partners. (Albert & Albert, 1984, p. 48)

For example, Stokely Carmichael (as cited in Evans, 1979) infamously responded to a
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1964 paper on the position of women in SNCC by (allegedly) joking, “The only position

for women in SNCC is prone” (p. 87). Jo Freeman (1999) recounted how a man at the

National Conference for New Politics in 1967 patted Shulamith Firestone, future author of

The Dialectic of Sex (1970/1972), on the head and said, “Cool down, little girl. We have

more important things to talk about than women’s problems” (p. 19). When other radical

women tried to stake out a position or voice their opposition to the Left’s sexism, they

“were pelted with tomatoes and thrown out” of conventions (Morgan, 1970a, p. xxiv) or

“laughed at, patronized, called frigid, emotionally disturbed man-haters and—worst insult

of all on the left!—apolitical” (Willis, 1984, p. 94). As Cellestine Ware (1970), herself an

African-American, bluntly put it, “Women activists came full circle in the shock of

recognizing that they had been the house niggers in the New Left” (p. 16). 

While some radical women stayed more closely aligned with the Left (e.g.,

socialist “politicos” and women of color), others were convinced that it was time for

women to “fight their own battles,” to “stop fighting for the ‘movement’ and start fighting

primarily for the liberation and independence of women” (Jones & Brown, 1968/2000, p.

20). Ware (1970) recalled, “It was in Chicago in the summer of 1967 that the first new

feminist group in the United States that hadn’t originated as a caucus of a male

organization was formed” (p. 18)–the Women’s Radical Action Project (WRAP), “a

collective of women who were SDS dropouts” (p. 19). WRAP and the numerous other

radical feminist groups that soon formed, including New York Radical Women (NYRW)

in 1967, declared that women’s oppression was as much if not more of a political problem

as the male Left’s issues of race and class.  According to Anne Koedt (1968/1973c),6

another SDS ‘dropout,’ “It became necessary to go to the root of the problem, rather than

to become engaged in solving secondary problems arising out of that condition” (p. 318).

Patriarchy

For radical feminists, the ‘root’ of women’s problem was patriarchy, which Kate

Millett (1970/1988) claimed is “perhaps the most pervasive ideology of our culture and

provides its most fundamental concept of power” (p. 33). In Sexual Politics, Millett
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defined politics as “power-structured relationships, arrangements whereby one group of

persons is controlled by another” (p. 31) and, while acknowledging race and class

relations as political, contended that the patriarchal relations between men and women are

“sturdier than any form of segregation, and more rigorous than class stratification, more

uniform, certainly more enduring” because they are quietly passed off as natural and

normal (p. 33). Redstockings (1970), formed by Shulamith Firestone and Ellen Willis in

February 1969 as a faction within NYRW (Ware, 1970), similarly asserted,

Male supremacy is the oldest, most basic form of domination. All other forms of
exploitation and oppression (racism, capitalism, imperialism, etc.) are extensions of
male supremacy: men dominate women, a few men dominate the rest. . . . All men
receive economic, sexual, and psychological benefits from male supremacy. All
men have oppressed women. (p. 599, italics orig.)7

In Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970/1988), Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex

(1970/1972), and Simone de Beauvoir’s proto-feminist The Second Sex (1949/1989), we

see three of the earliest book-length attempts to delineate how patriarchy works. As the

titles alone connote, each proposed that patriarchy involves some transformation of sex

differences into meaningful political categories of difference. But beyond this, radical

feminists often lacked clarity and conformity as to whether women are oppressed by social

institutions and roles or by men themselves, or, put another way, whether patriarchy

originates within biology or cultural ideologies (nature vs. nurture). This theoretical

obscurity would not only contribute to the criticisms of radical feminism both inside and

outside the women’s movement but also the conflation of radical feminism’s theory of

male dominance and psychoanalytic and cultural feminism’s essentialist theories. 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, published in English a decade earlier than Friedan’s

The Feminine Mystique (1963/1983), was thus not technically a second-wave feminist

text, but it laid the groundwork for many radical as well as psychoanalytic feminist

arguments about sexuality and women’s Otherness. Beauvoir equated the married woman

and the prostitute and criticized marriage for being an inequitable institution in which men

force women to be passive, often through rape. She also observed that while men’s sexual

desire is admired, women’s is scorned and repressed due to the need for women’s purity,
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and that a woman’s experience of sexual pleasure is trumped by her reproductive function.

Overall, Beauvoir argued, men enslave women as property by conquering them sexually;

she referred to penetration as a violation, and pointed out that men’s sexual vocabulary

even sounds militaristic. Besides the specific issues Beauvoir addressed, the expansiveness

of her work deeply influenced radical feminists’ contentions that patriarchy is everywhere

and often operates through the female body.8

Beauvoir stated that the “enslavement of the female to the species and the

limitations of her various powers are extremely important facts,” and then asked, “why is

woman the Other?” (p. 37, italics orig.). Finding both Freud’s psychoanalytic and Engels’

historical materialist accounts of women’s lives to be “monistic” and thus insufficient

explanations for women’s oppression, Beauvoir concluded that “unless they are integrated

into the totality of human reality, sexuality and technology alone can explain nothing” (p.

60).  Writing, then, from an existential perspective, Beauvoir detailed biological,9

psychological, mythological, historical, and economic contexts of women’s existence and

theorized that, because women’s “chaotic” bodies threaten men’s sense of autonomy, men

have dichotomized the world according to sex. In this world, Man is Self and Woman is

Other, and whereas Man has the social power to choose his self (something, Beauvoir

noted, Freud ignored), Woman must define her self as Other, thereby becoming Man’s

object. Differentiating between sex and gender (as Millett later did), but recognizing the

dialectical relationship between biology and culture (as Firestone later did), Beauvoir

argued, “Woman is determined not by her hormones or by mysterious instincts, but by the

manner in which her body and her relation to the world are modified through the action of

others than herself” (p. 725, italics added). In other words, although “the body of woman

is one of the essential elements in her situation in the world” (p. 37), the social meaning of

Woman results from the “intervention of others” and is “a product elaborated by

civilization” (p. 725).

Millett (1970/1988), another fierce critic of Freud (especially his theory of penis

envy) and Freudianism’s negative portrayal of womanhood, also tried to downplay the
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biological determination of women’s inferior social status and emphasized the process of

socializing men and women into different sex roles. She claimed that while patriarchy

ascribes male supremacy to nature (the biological differences between the male and female

sexes), male supremacy actually resides “in the acceptance of a value system which is not

biological” (p. 37). Thus, patriarchy conditions males and females to accept the values

associated with the exaggeratedly different gender traits and roles–masculine and

feminine–that patriarchy arbitrarily assigns to each sex:

Sexual politics obtains consent through the “socialization” of both sexes to basic
patriarchal polities with regard to temperament, role, and status. As to status, a
pervasive assent to the prejudice of male superiority guarantees superior status in
the male, inferior in the female. The first item, temperament, involves the
formation of human personality along stereotyped lines of sex category
(“masculine” and “feminine”), based on the needs and values of the dominant
group and dictated by what its members cherish in themselves and find convenient
in subordinates: aggression, intelligence, force, and efficacy in the male; passivity,
ignorance, docility, “virtue,” and ineffectuality in the female. This is complemented
by a second factor, sex role, which decrees a consonant and highly elaborate code
of conduct, gesture and attitude for each sex. In terms of activity, sex role assigns
domestic service and attendance upon infants to the female, the rest of human
achievement, interest and ambition to the male. The limited role allotted the female
tends to arrest her at the level of biological experience. (p. 35)

Millett then described, in an Althusserian way, how the political (status), sociological

(role), and psychological (temperament) aspects of patriarchy are perpetuated through

“every avenue of power within the society” (p. 34)–chiefly, marriage and the nuclear

family, but also women’s economic dependence on men, coercive practices such as rape,

and religious, psychological, and literary myths about women’s biological impurity and

mental inferiority–until they are perceived as natural through the individual’s

“interiorization of patriarchal ideology” (p. 75). Beauvior (1949/1989) and Millett thus

contended that women’s oppression is less an issue of biological determination than of

social domination; that women are not inherently passive or inferior but have been

conditioned, even forced, to be so through countless social and psychological practices.

They therefore tried hard not to conclude, as Freud (1924/1989) had, that “Anatomy is

Destiny” (p. 665). Still, their theories did not fully escape the implication that anatomy is
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destined to oppress women as long as patriarchy controls the female body to oppress

women. 

As we see even more explicitly in Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex (1970/1972),

the gist of much radical feminist theorizing was that while biology does oppress women it

does not have to. Firestone stated that “the natural reproductive difference between the

sexes led directly to the first division of labor at the origins of class, as well as furnishing

the paradigm of caste (discrimination based on biological characteristics)” (p. 9, italics

added). But, she declared, “Humanity has begun to outgrow nature: we can no longer

justify the maintenance of a discriminatory sex class system on grounds of its origin in

Nature” (p. 10). Therefore, women’s oppression “becomes political . . . when one realizes

that, though man is increasingly capable of freeing himself from the biological conditions

that created his tyranny over women . . . he has little reason to want to give this tyranny

up” (p. 10). Unlike Millett (1970/1988), Firestone described this “sex class” system by

appropriating both Freud’s theories about sexual development in the biological family (but

abandoning his therapeutic method) and Marx and Engels’ method of historical

materialism (but abandoning the latter’s theories about women under capitalism). Then,

substituting ‘sex class’ and ‘reproduction’ for ‘economic class’ and ‘production,’

Firestone proposed a ‘revolutionary’ solution: Women need to revolt against patriarchy by

seizing control of the means of reproduction–the female body and technologies of

fertility–to eliminate sex class, just as the proletariat need to revolt against capitalism by

seizing control of the means of production to eliminate economic class. Firestone’s plan

for “freeing women from the tyranny of their reproductive biology” included complete

sexual freedom, artificial reproduction, socialized child-rearing, the destruction of the

biological family unit, and the elimination of all institutions that segregate according to sex

(p. 206).

Given radical feminism’s origins in the Marxist-influenced Left, it is unsurprising

that radical feminists often referred to women as an oppressed political “class” (also see

Dunbar, 1970; Jones, 1970; Koedt, Levine, & Rapone, 1973; Redstockings, 1970) and
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called for a complete social revolution. Roxanne Dunbar (1970), who formed the Boston-

area group Cell 16 in 1968, affirmed, “By destroying the present society, and building a

society on feminist principles, men will be forced to live in the human community on terms

very different from the present. For that to happen, feminism must be asserted, by women,

as the basis of revolutionary social change” (p. 550).  And like Firestone (1970/1972), Ti-10

Grace Atkinson (1969/2000), a former President of New York NOW and founder of The

Feminists, remarked that “women are a political class characterized by a sexual function,”

that “being the container of the reproductive process” (p. 85, italics orig.). The Feminists

(1969/1973), then, declared that, most fundamentally, “Both the male role and the female

role must be annihilated” (p. 369); “Certainly all those institutions which were designed on

the assumption and for the reinforcement of the male and female role system such as the

family (and its sub-institution, marriage), sex, and love must be destroyed” (p. 370).

Atkinson (as cited in Cohen, 1988) even announced (on New York television, no less)

that, socially, “Women must commit suicide” (p. 166).

These early sentiments are fairly representative of radical feminism’s basic theory

of patriarchy. Yet, even though virtually all radical feminists agreed that women are a

political class and that men’s domination of women is the fundamental form of human

oppression, there were important ideological differences among the various radical

feminist groups, which feminists themselves have been intent to point out. On the one

hand, Atkinson’s The Feminists–the most “extreme” and “rigid” group according to Ware

(1970) and Willis (1984), but Echols (1989) would include Dunbar’s Cell 16

here–believed that all of society’s present institutions must be destroyed because, as

Millett (1970/1988) had theorized, they are what socialize and force women into their

oppressive, male-defined roles. Thus, The Feminists asserted that women who fail to

extricate themselves from these roles and institutions are collaborators in their own

oppression. On the other hand, Redstockings, Willis’ group, advocated “sisterhood” and

took a “pro-woman” line and argued that women do not consent to their own oppression.

Rather, they claimed that men oppress women (though they didn’t explain why, which
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Willis laments) and that society’s institutions are merely the tools with which men oppress

women.  As for Ware’s group, New York Radical Feminists (NYRF), it was comprised11

of former members of both The Feminists and Redstockings, including Firestone, and thus

combined their ideas about patriarchy. Like The Feminists, NYRF posited that “the aim of

radical feminism is to organize politically to destroy this sex class system” as well as the

institutions that train women to be “servants” (Koedt, 1969/1973b, p. 379). But like

Redstockings, they affirmed that women–as a collective sisterhood–do not consent to

male supremacy. NYRF also filled Redstockings’ theoretical gap as to why men oppress

women: “We believe that the purpose of male chauvinism is primarily to obtain

psychological ego satisfaction, and that only secondarily does this manifest itself in

economic relationships” (p. 379). In any case, we can begin to see how and why radical

feminism’s utopian yet threatening vision would, by 1973, be eclipsed by cultural

feminism’s men-versus-women essentialism and less threatening recuperation of female

values (Echols). Yet, we can also appreciate that radical feminism was a significant

departure from liberal feminism’s disregard of sexual difference and goal of integration

into the public sphere. 

The Personal is Political

While many radical women recognized that they needed a movement separate from

the male Left’s to address issues specifically related to women’s oppression, they also

found liberal feminism lacking in its ‘radical’ and ‘revolutionary’ potential. The anti-

establishment, anti-state attitude that radical women had picked up from the Left

prompted them to criticize NOW’s hierarchical organizational structure, decorous

lobbying tactics, bourgeois composition of “professional, middle-aged, white” women and

men (Morgan, 1970a, p. xxv), individualistic solutions, and integrationist goal of equal

rights. As Friedan (as cited in Cohen, 1988) had made clear, NOW was not about

revolution, “It is a civil rights organization” (p. 138). But for radical feminists, individual

women gaining access to and achieving ‘rights’ within a public sphere that is patriarchal,

at its roots, would be akin to putting a band-aid on a gunshot wound; integration would
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do nothing to solve women’s collective oppression, it would simply cover it up. Members

of Chicago’s Westside group, an affiliate of WRAP, explained, “Women are not seeking

equality in an unjust society, rather from an understanding of the basis of their own

oppression they are developing programs for overall social change” (Booth, Goldfield, &

Munaker, 1968/2000, p. 62). Accordingly, radical feminists called for women’s

“liberation” rather than women’s “rights.”  Radical feminists, challenging the Left’s12

inattention to women’s issues as well as NOW’s slippery liberal distinction between the

public and private spheres, contended that women’s liberation and ‘overall social change’

must start in the private sphere. Alice Echols (1989) recalls that Firestone, during a speech

at a New Left protest in 1968, urged, “let’s start talking about where you live . . . and

wonder whether capitalism and all those systems of exploitation might not just begin there

. . . at home” (p. 116). Echols further explains that radical feminists didn’t 

feel much affinity with liberal feminists whose efforts to eliminate sex
discrimination in the workplace they supported, but whose assimilationist goal of
bringing women into the mainstream they opposed. To radical feminists, NOW’s
narrow focus on formal equality with men not only ignored the fundamental
problem—women’s subordination within the home—it assumed that equality in an
unjust society was worth fighting for. (p. 139)

Liberal feminists, while overtly claiming that the state should stay out of women’s private

lives and that women’s oppression should be dealt with in the public sphere,

simultaneously sought state intervention to improve women’s personal lives and suggested

that women’s equality in the public sphere was predicated upon their private choices

regarding reproduction and vocation. Radical feminists, then, perceiving both the Left’s

and liberalism’s public/private distinctions as false, concluded, “There is no contradiction

between women’s issues and political issues” (Booth, et al, 2000, p. 62). Or, according to

NYRW’s Carol Hanisch (1970/2000b), “the personal is political.” Sara Evans (1979)

further explained,

[W]hile the professional women in NOW’s constituency militantly demanded
equality in the public realm, they were not prepared to question the mainstream
itself, nor to carry their critique into . . . every aspect of life. 

Yet the initiation of a mass movement required that the problem be addressed
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at its core. The pressures on most women were building up not on the level of
public discrimination but at the juncture of public and private. . . . The growing
emotional strains of providing nurture for others with nowhere to escape to
oneself, of rising expectations and low self-esteem, of public activity and an
increasingly private, even submerged, identity required a radical—in the literal
sense—response. A new movement would have to transform the privacy and
subjectivity of personal life itself into a political issue. (p. 21, italics added)

Radical feminists, therefore, did not believe that private issues were personal in an

individual sense. Robin Morgan (1970a) of WITCH, the “politicos” faction within NYRW

(Ware, 1970),  wrote, “We’ve learned that those [personal] experiences are not our13

private hang-ups. They are shared by every woman, and are therefore political” (p. xx,

italics orig.). She thus proposed that the women’s liberation movement

has the potential of cutting across all class, race, age, economic, and geographical
barriers—since women in every group must play essentially the same role, albeit
with different sets and costumes: the multiple role of wife, mother, sexual object,
baby-producer, ‘supplementary-income statistic,’ helpmate, nurturer, hostess, etc.
(p. xx)

Dunbar (1970) of Cell 16 also emphasized that radical feminists

do not ignore what seem to be the “petty” forms of female oppression, such as
total identification with housework and sexuality as well as physical helplessness.
Rather we understand that our oppression and suppression are institutionalized;
that all women suffer the “petty” forms of oppression. Therefore they are not petty
or personal, but rather constitute a widespread, deeply rooted disease. They are
the things that keep us tied down day to day, and do not allow us to act. (p. 537)

And in Redstockings’ (1970) words, “Because we have lived so intimately with our

oppression, in isolation from each other, we have been kept from seeing our personal

suffering as a political condition” (p. 598). Radical feminists, then, argued that it was

imperative to radically reorganize and transform private life to effect changes in public life,

and to publicize–through writing manifestos, protesting, consciousness-raising, and speak-

outs–women’s so-called private issues.

Consciousness-raising. Many of the issues that became important to radical

feminists–from orgasms to rape–emerged through “consciousness-raising,” a feminist

practice outlined by Kathie Sarachild (1968/2000) of Redstockings that built on the
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Chinese strategy of “speaking bitterness” and SNCC’s tradition of “speaking truth to

power” (Rosen, 2000, p. 197). In its small-group form, feminist consciousness-raising (C-

R) involved women sitting in a circle according to “the motto of women’s liberation—no

one in the position of leader” (Arnold, 1970/2000, p. 282). There, they would discuss an

array of topics such as “Love, Marriage, Sex, Work, Femininity, How I Came to Women’s

Liberation, Motherhood, Aging and Competition With Other Women” (Gornick,

1971/2000, p. 289). In NYRF’s Rape: The First Sourcebook for Women (Connell &

Wilson, 1974b), an Appendix listed 234 questions, spread over twenty-four categories,

that might be raised in a C-R group. 

While this might imply a conversational free-for-all, Pamela Allen (1970/2000), co-

founder of NYRW, emphasized that structured discussions were necessary to ensure that

even the most reticent of women could speak. Moreover, she clarified that C-R required

more than simply “opening up,” which is “a personal need to admit to and express one’s

emotions—her joys as well as her sorrows” (p. 278). There were, Allen explained, three

additional stages, the second of which involved “sharing” to create “a collage of similar

experiences from all women present” (p. 279). This “recognition of our common

sisterhood” (Arnold, 1970/2000, p. 286), then, should lead to “analyzing the reasons for

and the causes of the oppression of women,” which is about “going beyond our personal

experiences” (Allen, p. 280). The final stage involved “abstracting” in order to see “the

totality of the nature of our condition, utilizing the concepts we have formulated from

discussions of the many forms our oppression takes” (p. 281). “Hence,” Vivian Gornick

(1971/2000) summarized, “through personal testimony and emotional analysis could the

class consciousness of women be raised” (p. 288, italics orig.). NYRF’s Sourcebook

recommended that groups engage in at least three months of C-R, followed by an

additional three months of reading and discussing feminist literature, history, and theory

(Connell & Wilson, 1974b; cf. Ware, 1970).

The small C-R group exemplified the ideology of many radical feminists. Its

structure was egalitarian rather than hierarchical, it valued women’s individual
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experiences, and then translated those into an understanding of women’s collective

oppression, which in turn supported the contention that the personal is indeed political.

Many of those who participated in C-R–including well-known feminists Ellen Willis,

Susan Griffin, Susan Brownmiller, Flo Kennedy, and Ann Snitow–reported feelings of

“exhilaration” and “intoxication,” and when they made a comment, “people listened to it”

(Rosen, 2000, p. 199). Another “fortunate participant,” Alix Kates Shulman (1980), active

in NYRF’s anti-rape efforts, recalled that C-R was especially liberating for women with no

prior political experience because “In those days, few of the women had had the

opportunity to talk honestly and openly about sex with anyone; it had been a taboo subject

in the fifties and was still suspect in the sixties” (p. 593). “Still,” Shulman emphasized, 

no matter how liberating and exhilarating our discussions of such intimate matters
may have felt, our purpose was not simply to improve our sex lives or to find some
personal solution to our problems. We wanted nothing less than to understand the
social basis for our discontents, including the sexual, and then to do something to
change it—for everyone. 

This is a very important point. Consciousness raising was not simply a
technique to make people feel better about themselves or to cure their personal
problems. It was not about therapy. It was conceived as a political tool, modeled
on the Chinese practice called Speaking Bitterness. The idea was this: The so-
called experts on women had traditionally been men who, as part of the male-
supremacist power structure, benefited [sic] from perpetuating certain ideas, and
therefore what they said was suspect. If we were truly to understand the situation
of women in our society, we had to base our analysis on information we could
trust, information that was not suspect, and for this we had to gather it ourselves.
We had to question all the generalizations that had been made in the past about
women and question the interests they served, substituting knowledge based on the
experience and feelings of women, starting with ourselves. (pp. 593-594, italics
orig.)

Two clear cases in which C-R questioned the ‘so-called experts’ and led to direct

political action involved the issues of abortion and rape. As I discussed earlier, NOW had

put abortion rights on its agenda in 1967; thus, abortion was already a feminist issue when

radical feminist groups began to form that same year. However, radical feminists were the

first to make abortion a public issue. In February 1969, Redstockings tried,

unsuccessfully, to gain the floor at a New York State legislative hearing on possible
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abortion law reform because, not only did they, like liberal feminists, support the repeal

rather than the reform of abortion laws, the fifteen medical and psychiatric experts

testifying at the hearing were fourteen men and a nun (Connell & Wilson, 1974b;

Schulman, 1980). To challenge these ‘experts,’ Redstockings held their own hearing–a

“speak-out”–a month later. There, a panel of twelve women described their experiences

with abortion before an audience of 300 men and women. According to Tasha Dubriwny

(2005), “By bringing their voices to the attention of the public, the Redstockings were

continuing a tradition that had begun in their own consciousness-raising sessions” (p.

404). 

Dubriwny (2005) argues that as the panelists linked to and built upon each other’s

personal experiences and interacted with the audience, they co-constructed narratives

about abortion which served rhetorical and political functions. The collaborative creation

of a shared perception about abortion not only validated the women’s individual

experiences, it gave them a new collective understanding of those experiences. The

collective rhetoric which emerged in this case shifted the rhetoric of abortion discourse

away from the experts’ sympathetic concerns about the dangerous effects of illegal

abortion to feminists’ concerns with women’s self-determination, freedom, and rights (also

see Chapter 4 herein). Dubriwny claims that the act of speaking out in such a personal

way, let alone about such a taboo topic, both disrupted the “objective” knowledge of the

experts and “replaced the image of frail, weak women with one of women who could act

and speak on their own” (p. 413). In reframing the identity of women as “healthy” (i.e.,

“individual, rational beings”), the panelists demonstrated that they should therefore be able

to make their own decisions about their bodies. “[D]enial of choice,” Dubriwny observes,

“was viewed by participants as a deliberate practice that reinforced women’s status as

second-class citizens” (p. 414). Indeed, whereas liberal feminists characterized abortion as

a matter of self-fulfillment, individual rights, and personal choice, radical feminists asserted

that denying women access to abortion was one of many ways in which patriarchy coerces

them into the subordinate roles of wife and mother, roles that they frequently equated with
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slavery (e.g., Cronan, 1970/1973; Jones & Brown, 1968/2000). So, when the discussion

turned to men’s responsibilities relative to the creation and rearing of children, these new

understandings of womanhood and abortion enabled broader challenges to traditional

gender roles and expectations.

Redstockings’ 1969 speak-out had several effects. It was the first of its kind about

abortion and the first of any kind in the second-wave women’s movement, and so it

became the model for subsequent movement events, including NYRF’s speak-out on rape

in 1971, which I will discuss in Chapter 5, as well as the first speak-out against

pornography, the subject of Chapter 6. Moreover, Rosen (2000) notes that there were two

reporters in the audience that day who would become well-known feminists–Gloria

Steinem, who founded Ms. magazine in 1972, and Susan Brownmiller, author of Against

Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape (1975/1981) and a founding member of Women

Against Pornography. Rosen conveys that Steinem herself later credited the speak-out for

prompting her “conversion” to feminism (p. 209).

Despite some participants’ fond memories of C-R and its basis for political action

in the aforementioned cases, C-R has had its share of critics. NOW, while later integrating

C-R, was initially skeptical of it owing to its questionable ability to effect real political

change in the public sphere and, perhaps, due to its “radical collectivist origins” (Cloud,

1998, p. 112). But not all radical feminists found C-R useful either. As Ware (1970)

explained, The Feminists, who called themselves an “action group,” thought C-R was self-

indulgent and found Valerie Solanas’ vulgarity-laced, Freud-upending SCUM [Society for

Cutting Up Men] Manifesto (1968/1996) more consciousness-raising.  Others who had14

been involved with C-R groups (those which apparently failed to go beyond “opening up”

and “sharing”) eventually abandoned them with the hope of actually “doing something”

about the issues they raised (Payne, 1971/1973, p. 284). 

This, as Dana Cloud (1998) and Sharon Smith (1994) argue, points to radical

feminists’ tendency to use C-R more as personal therapy than as a springboard for

collective political action, despite their claims to the contrary (e.g., Hanisch, 1970/2000b;
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Redstockings, 1970). Smith contends that C-R, by focusing inwards, sent the message that

“changing one’s lifestyle was what mattered, not changing the world,” and ultimately “left

the problem of women’s oppression as one to be fought out at the level of individual

relationships.” Moreover, as Barbara Ryan (1992) and Willis (1984) explain, many C-R

groups were comprised of friends whose similar personal experiences made it difficult to

account for the experiences of women unlike themselves–an exclusionary condition that

sounds remarkably similar to that of the dominant public sphere that feminists themselves

criticized. Smith also reports, “Although set up as ‘non-hierarchical’, the picture was

hardly one of mutual support. Instead the atmosphere tended to be intensely moralistic and

extremely judgmental towards lifestyle.” In this way, it wasn’t only NOW’s liberal rhetoric

of equality and universality that resembled the dominant public sphere, but radical

feminism’s exclusive focus on gender glossed over other forms of oppression and the

differences among women. So, while radical feminists’ collective rhetoric enabled them to

identify a host of ways in which patriarchy (men, their institutions, or both) sexually and

violently oppresses women, it fed the discord within and among radical feminist groups

and turned off many outside the movement. The fragmentation, in turn, led to the

negotiation of feminism within the women’s movement itself and precipitated the

somewhat ironic emergence of cultural feminism and liberal feminism as the dominant–and

least threatening–forms of feminist thought (cf. Echols, 1989).

Sexual Oppression

As I suggested in Chapter 1, publicizing ‘private’ issues involving sexuality and

women’s bodies, which have historically been treated as ‘spectacular’ rather than

legitimate public discourses, was, and still is, a central problematic for feminist rhetoric.

Whereas many liberal feminists, many of whom had been born before World War II when

sex was still something ‘good’ people just didn’t talk about, avoided putting sexuality on

the feminist agenda for fear of discrediting the movement, the younger radical feminists

emphasized it. For example, while Firestone (1970/1972) criticized Freud’s ideas about

female sexuality for their lack of empirical verification and observed that “Freudianism in
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clinical practice has led to real absurdities,” she nevertheless affirmed, “Freudianism is so

charged, so impossible to repudiate because Freud grasped the crucial problem of

modern life: Sexuality” (p. 43, italics orig.). Although a majority of feminists of all stripes

supported women’s complete reproductive freedom, legalized abortion, and changes in

traditional child-rearing structures and practices, in Tong’s (1989) estimation, “more than

liberal or Marxist feminists, radical feminists have explicitly articulated the ways in which

men have constructed female sexuality to serve not women’s but men’s needs, wants, and

interests” (p. 72). Indeed, according to Beverly Jones (1970), the mere sight of a pregnant

woman serves men’s needs because “pregnancy presents to the world visible proof of the

husband’s masculinity, his potency” (p. 57).

But radical feminists went beyond the issue of reproduction; they identified

countless ways in which men oppress women corporeally and sexually. Although it is

neither possible nor necessary to address every issue that they raised in their hundreds of

early writings, I will highlight three categories of issues–sexual objectification,

heterosexuality, and sexual violence–because they allow for the presentation of actual

radical feminist arguments (not just hearsay) and have been the source of most of the

criticisms of radical feminism, as well as most of the larger debates among feminists. In the

examples that follow, we can see why radical feminists have been charged with being anti-

family, anti-sex, anti-man, and even anti-woman (it’s because some of them were) and

why cultural feminism ultimately supplanted radical feminism in the mid-1970s. It is

therefore important to review this material so that we may have a better understanding of

how feminism has been represented and negotiated in popular entertainment media.

Sex objects. Although liberal feminists did criticize traditional sex roles and media

images of women, Rosen (2000) explains that it was primarily radical feminists who held

“thousands” of public protests over “anything that seemed degrading to women” (p. 205).

In January of 1968, New York Radical Women (NYRW) built a larger-than-life dummy

“complete with feminine getup, blank face, blonde curls, and candles” and held a “Burial

of Traditional Womanhood” at Arlington Cemetery in order to challenge the feminine
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mystique (p. 202). While this early protest was largely “trivialized or ignored” by the

media (p. 203), it did inspire the now-infamous NYRW protest at the Miss America

pageant in Atlantic City in September 1968. A month prior to the Miss America event,

feminists argued,

Pageant contestants epitomize the roles we are all forced to play as women. . . . So
are women in our society forced daily to compete for male approval, enslaved to
ludicrous ‘beauty’ standards we ourselves are conditioned to take seriously. . . .
That’s where it’s at. Real power to control our own lives is restricted to men,
while women get patronizing pseudo-power, an ermine clock and a bunch of
flowers; men are judged by their actions, women by their appearance. (“No More,”
1970, pp. 586-588)

Carol Hanisch (1970/2000a), who first proposed the “zap action” protest, later described

how demonstrators shouted and draped a giant “Women’s Liberation” banner over the

balcony inside the theater, while outside they crowned a live sheep “Miss America” and

chained themselves to a large cut-out adorned as a pageant contestant. They also threw

items such as cosmetics, women’s magazines, high-heeled shoes, and bras–“instruments of

torture to women”– into a “Freedom Trash Can” and intended to set them ablaze (Echols,

1989, p. 93). However, Atlantic City ordinances prohibited public fires. So, contrary to

what news media reported at the time, and what most people still believe today, the

feminist protestors did not burn their bras. 

The Miss America protest was pivotal in the history of the women’s movement.

On the one hand, it effectively expressed feminists’ concerns about the effects of male-

defined images of women. As Cell 16’s Dana Densmore (1970/2000) claimed, “We are

constantly bombarded in this society by the images of feminine beauty. There is almost an

obsession with it. . . . Inevitably it penetrates the subconscious in an insidious and

permanent way” (p. 388). The concern over images of women would then find further

expression throughout the 1970s in the field of feminist film studies (see Chapter 3) as

well as the anti-pornography movement (see Chapter 6).

On the other hand, the response to the protest also justified those very concerns

given the unappealing image of women’s “libbers” that has circulated since that day, even
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among feminists. Indeed, as I noted in the Introduction, Friedan (1981) resented the

distracting image of the bra-burning women’s liberationist and blamed it on the radicals

themselves more than the media which created it. In her 1976 book It Changed My Life

(as cited in Rosen, 2000), Friedan was appalled that radical feminism’s message was, as

she saw it, “to make yourself ugly, to stop shaving under your arms, to stop wearing

makeup or pretty dresses—any skirts at all” (p. 87, italics orig.) and argued that women

being beautiful wasn’t the problem; it was women being defined only by their beauty.

Rosen (2000) recalls a hair-cutting incident at a conference in 1969 that solidified

Friedan’s view of radical feminism:

[A] group of women from Boston’s Female Liberation took the stage and formed
a semicircle around one woman who proceeded to cut off the luxurious long hair
of another. Wearing short hair, the women explained to the audience, was a
rejection of the conventional feminine image cultivated by society. The audience
was electrified. Some women shouted that they shouldn’t cut their hair, that long
hair was lovely and countercultural. Other women denounced the image of the
long-haired, hip, radical, movement “chick.”

Betty Friedan looked on with horror. To her, the hair-cutting demonstration
perfectly captured the differences that separated NOW from the women’s
liberation movement. . . . To older women, transforming oneself was not, by itself,
a political act. (pp. 86-87)

As mentioned earlier, for Friedan, none of radical feminism’s personal, sexual issues

should be of concern to feminists except, of course, abortion, which was, for liberal

feminists, about rights and not about sex. Friedan (1981) explained that NOW had always

believed, “When women’s position in society changed, sex would take care of itself” (p.

31). 

Besides unflattering media coverage and Friedan’s contempt, the Miss America

protest produced at least one other unintended effect: Women felt attacked. Assessing the

protest, Hanisch (1970/2000a) wrote, “one of the biggest mistakes of the whole pageant

was our anti-womanism” (p. 378). She claimed that posters which read, “Up Against the

Wall, Miss America,” and, “Miss America is a Big Falsie,” “hardly raised any woman’s

consciousness and really harmed the cause of sisterhood. Miss America and all beautiful

women came off as our enemy instead of as our sisters who suffer with us” (p. 379).
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Another reason the demonstrators “came off anti-woman,” Hanisch continued, “was our

lack of clarity. We didn’t say clearly enough that we women are all forced to play the Miss

America role—not by beautiful women but by men who we have to act that way for, and

by a system that has so well institutionalized male supremacy for its own ends” (p. 379,

italics orig.). In short, the pageant protest left a lot of women asking: Who’s supposed to

change? Men or women? Thus, this debate over images of women, not to mention

feminism’s image, is also important because it would play a major role in the success of

the decades-long backlash against second-wave feminism.

Heterosexuality. Radical feminists also declared that men, besides ‘enslaving’

women to their beauty standards, oppress women through the actual act of sex–from the

denial of sexual pleasure, to marriage and prostitution, to heterosexuality itself. It’s with

regard to these issues, then, that we can see the most bitter points of contention among

feminists, and between feminists and non-feminists.

Pleasure. After the birth control pill became available in 1960, Helen Gurley

Brown’s Sex and Single Girl (1962), Masters and Johnson’s Human Sexual Response

(1966), and 1967’s “summer of love,” it was clear that the public silence on sex had been

broken, and there was an increased interest in not only having more sex but making it

better, as further evidenced by the popularity of such books as Everything You Always

Wanted to Know About Sex, But Were Afraid to Ask (Reuben, 1969) and The Joy of Sex

(Comfort, 1972). Accordingly, women in feminist C-R groups became more comfortable

“opening up” about their sex lives, including their orgasms. But in doing so, they found

that all the public talk about sexual pleasure hadn’t necessarily helped them. Shulman

(1980) wrote, 

I remember the excitement generated when the women in my group in 1967 first
admitted to each other that they had been faking orgasm—and for various
“reasons.” Once the truth was out, we tried to analyze why so many of us had all
felt the need to fake. Instead of feeling guilty about it, we saw faking as a response
to pressures that had been put upon us by men. (p. 593, italics orig.)

One of these “pressures” came from the ways in which male experts, beginning

with Freud, had determined what constituted ‘normal’ female sexuality. Masters and
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Johnson, unlike Freud, described women’s sexuality as active rather than passive owing to

the female body’s capacity for multiple orgasms, and they affirmed that women find

masturbation more erotically intense that coitus (Gerhard, 2001). This, then, helped

feminists to respond to Freud’s disparagement of the clitoris as a site of pleasure. In “The

Politics of Orgasm” (1970), Susan Lydon declared,

Freud’s insistence on the superiority of the vaginal orgasm seems almost a
demonic determination on his part to finalize the Victorians’ repression of feminine
eroticism, to stigmatize the remaining vestiges of pleasure felt by women, and thus
make them unacceptable to the women themselves. (p. 224; cf. Atkinson, 1974)

That same year, in “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” (1970/1973a) Anne Koedt thus

argued,

What we must do is redefine our sexuality. We must discard the ‘normal’ concepts
of sex and create new guidelines which take into account mutual sexual enjoyment.
. . . We must begin to demand that if certain sexual positions now defined as
‘standard’ are not mutually conducive to orgasm, they no longer be defined as
standard. New techniques must be used or devised which transform this particular
aspect of our current sexual exploitation. (p. 199)

In The Female Eunuch (1970), Germaine Greer, while taking issue with “Anne Koedt’s

grim satisfaction at the ousting of the penis” and her condemnation of men (p. 307),

similarly dismissed psychoanalysis as “nonsense” and declared that “women must learn

how to question the most basic assumptions about feminine normality in order to reopen

the possibilities for development which have been successfully locked off by conditioning”

(p. 14). More than anyone, perhaps, Greer, who wrote explicitly about sex in the

countercultural publication Suck and openly advocated promiscuity for women, proposed

that although sexuality was the source of women’s oppression, “The chief means of

liberating women is . . . the pleasure principle,” replacing all compulsive activities (e.g.,

cooking, cleaning) with “fun” and “spontaneity” (p. 326). This focus on women’s

sexuality then found further expression in at least two different ways: first, in a series of

novels–the most famous of which is probably Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying (1973)–in which

female characters ‘find themselves’ through sexual self-determination; and, second, in the

reconsideration of all aspects of women’s health which had been previously ignored or
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misconstrued by male experts, which was the impetus behind the Boston Women’s Health

Book Collective’s famous 1973 book, Our Bodies, Ourselves (Gerhard, 2001).

Other feminists, however, claimed that embracing the so-called sexual revolution’s

discourses of liberation and pleasure glossed over another of the “pressures” that women

faced–to have more sex. Referring to both the pill and Germaine Greer, Andrea Dworkin

(1974) asserted,

[T]he pill was supposed to liberate women by liberating us sexually, i.e., we could
fuck as freely as men, fucking is supposed to liberate women and men too. But the
pill served to reinforce our essential bondage – it made us more accessible, more
open to exploitation. It did not change our basic condition because it did nothing
to challenge the sexist structure of society, not to mention conventional sexual
relationships and couplings. Neither does promiscuity per se. Greer’s alliance with
the sexual revolution is, sadly but implicitly, an alliance with male chauvinism
because it does not speak to the basic condition of women which remains the same
if we fuck one man a week, or twenty. (pp. 81-82)

While the rhetoric of “free love” implied that everyone should be able to experience sex in

whatever way they choose without commitment or judgment, some feminists observed

that this only applied to men. In fact, according to Dana Densmore (1971/1973), women

were not so much allowed to have more sex, but forced to: “whatever we were denied in

the past, it cannot be argued that access to sexual pleasure is denied to us now. Our ‘right’

to enjoy our own bodies has not only been bestowed upon us: it is almost a duty. . . . The

right that is a duty. Sexual freedom that includes no freedom to decline sex” (p. 117-118).

Women’s lack of freedom to refuse sex would, unsurprisingly, became an important issue

for anti-rape feminists (e.g., Russell, 1975/1984), and Dworkin would become, perhaps,

the most well known (and despised) of the anti-pornography feminists. As for Densmore,

her group, Cell 16, and Ti-Grace Atkinson and The Feminists, they advocated

masturbation and celibacy. There were still other feminists, however, who encouraged

women to have sex, just not with men.

Lesbianism. In response to the aforementioned feminist demands for more

pleasurable sexual positions, Jill Johnston (1973/2000) remarked, 

They don’t sound bad to me, but they’re almost exclusively written in relation to
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men with the implicit instruction that the man had better shape up and recognize
this “inordinate” sexuality of women and learn the more effective means of
stimulating and satisfying his partner. . . . The sexual satisfaction of woman
independently of the man is the sine qua non of the feminist revolution. (p. 347,
italics orig.)

According to feminists such as Johnston, if women’s oppression is rooted in men’s control

of sexuality and exploitation of the female body, then the logical path to women’s

liberation is lesbianism. As Martha Shelley (1970) put it, “Lesbianism is one road to

freedom—freedom from oppression by men” (p. 343). Charlotte Bunch (1972/2000) also

claimed that “Feminist-lesbianism, as the most basic threat to male supremacy, picks up

part of the women’s liberation analysis of sexism and gives it force and direction” (p. 335).

In Lesbian Nation (1973/2000), Johnston asserted that because “man retains the prime

organ of invasion,” “Sexual congress between man and woman is an invasion of the

woman” (p. 347). She then contended, “Sexual dependence on the man is inextricably

entangled in the interdependence of man and woman at all levels of the social structure by

which the woman is oppressed.” Lesbian feminists further discerned that the same

practices and ideologies that have defined women as inferior have defined homosexuality

as a perversion. Sidney Abbott and Barbara Love (1971/2000) thus declared, “The fight of

all women against sexism is not the only common battleground of feminists and lesbians.

Both groups are part of the larger struggle against oppression . . . ” (p. 313).

While the arguments for lesbianism made sense given radical feminists’ own claims

about men, patriarchy, and sex, the question of lesbianism’s (and lesbians’) place in the

women’s movement provoked the most divisive ‘sex war’ among feminists until the

debate over pornography a decade later. Indeed, according to Echols (1989), “From the

period 1970-1972, the movement was convulsed by the gay-straight split” (p. 220). As I

mentioned earlier, liberal feminists such as Friedan feared the women’s movement being

associated with lesbianism. Abbott and Love (1971/2000) reported that NOW removed

names of lesbian groups from their press releases, and lesbians were “openly put down”

and “called the Achilles’ heel of the movement” (p. 319). But many radical feminists felt

the same way. Shelley (1970) recalled,
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When members of the Women’s Liberation Movement picketed the 1968 Miss
America pageant, the most terrible epithet heaped on our straight sisters was
“Lesbian.” The sisters faced hostile audiences who called them “commies,” and
“tramps,” but some of them broke into tears when they were called Lesbians.
When a woman showed up at a feminist meeting and announced that she was a
Lesbian, many women avoided her. Others told her to keep her mouth shut, for
fear that she would endanger the cause. They felt that men could be persuaded to
accept some measure of equality for women—as long as these women would
parade their devotion to heterosexuality and motherhood. (p. 345)

In this way, feminism treated lesbians as the New Left had treated women. Abbott and

Love explained, “Lesbians early saw women’s liberation as a salvation. . . . But there was

one catch. Although active in a movement that touched on everything they lived and

fought for, lesbians still had to remain silent” (p. 318). Echoing, then, the first radical

women who called for their own movement separate from the New Left, Shelley wrote,

“To the radical Lesbian, I say that we can no longer afford to fight for everyone else’s

cause while ignoring our own” ( p. 348).

Although some lesbian feminists tried to assuage heterosexual feminists’ fears by

distinguishing the political aspect of lesbianism from the sexual (e.g., Bunch, 1972/2000;

Shelley, 1970/2000),  others maintained that lesbianism must include intimate relations15

between women. In “The Woman Identified Woman” (1970/1973), Radicalesbians–co-

founded by Rita Mae Brown, who had left NOW because of its initial refusal to address

lesbianism as a feminist issue (Ryan, 1992)–argued, “Until women see in each other the

possibility of a primal commitment which includes sexual love, they will be denying

themselves the love and value they readily accord to men, thus affirming their second-class

status” (p. 243). Similarly, Johnston (1973/2000) declared, “Feminists who still sleep with

the man are delivering their most vital energies to the oppressor” (p. 356); “Until all

women are lesbians there will be no true political revolution” (p. 347). Thus, for Johnston,

“The solution is getting it together with women. Or separatism. The non-separatist

woman who is not included in the common conception of the feminist solution may be

viewed as a co-opted part of the problem” (p. 356, italics added).

So, for some radical feminists, lesbianism offered not only an “escape from the
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male power structure” and the opportunity to “achieve independent being” (Abbott &

Love, 1971/2000, p. 312), but also the chance “to love oneself, woman, in a culture that

denigrates and despises women” (Bunch, 1972/2000, p. 332). According to

Radicalesbians,

As the source of self-hate and the lack of real self are rooted in our male-given
identity, we must create a new sense of self. . . . Only women can give to each
other a new sense of self. That identity we have to develop with reference to
ourselves, and not in relation to men. This consciousness is the revolutionary force
from which all else will follow, for ours is an organic revolution. (1970/1973, p.
245; cf. Rich, 1980)16

In other words, lesbian separatists believed that establishing independent communities for

women, such as Johnston’s utopian Lesbian Nation, was a radical act of resistance to

women’s oppression. They reasoned that if women extricated themselves from the

patriarchal structures of society, including the male-defined institution of heterosexuality,

patriarchy would not survive. According to Jeanne Cordova (1973/2000), “Ideologically

this perspective emphasizes the building of a counter culture as the avenue to freedom

from lesbian oppression” (p. 362). Yet, because the arguments made by lesbian separatists

adhered to the idea that men and women are fundamentally different and presumed that

women-only communities would be more egalitarian and nurturing than the heterosexual

world, Echols (1989) contends that lesbian separatism planted the first seeds of cultural

feminism within radical feminism. But as we shall see next, cultural feminism, though by

the 1980s quite different from radical feminism, had roots, which Echols admits, “in all the

varieties of radical feminism” (p. 201). 

Love, marriage, & prostitution. Whereas both lesbian feminists and those

feminists who focused on women’s sexual pleasure with men were ‘pro-sex’ in that they

did not discourage women from having sex, there were others who did. Like radical

feminists’ critique of beauty standards, the condemnation of heterosexual love and

marriage alienated many women. 

According to Firestone (1970/1972), “A book on radical feminism that did not

deal with love would be a political failure. For love, perhaps even more than childbearing,
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is the pivot of women’s oppression today” (p. 126). Sounding more like a cultural

feminist, however, Firestone claimed, “(Male) culture was (and is) parasitical, feeding on

the emotional strength of women without reciprocity” (p. 127, italics orig.) because,

simply, “Men can’t love” (p. 135). Yet, as a way of manipulating women into having sex,

men exploit women’s capacity for love by convincing them that they are equally capable of

love (cf. Densmore, 1971/1973). Millett (1970/1988), from an analysis of the sexual

content in books by D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and Norman Mailer, also concluded

that the myth of heterosexual romance masks men’s manipulation of women and,

furthermore, justifies violence against women. Of Miller’s Sexus she wrote,

Miller’s educational intentions . . . are abundantly clear. Females who are frigid,
e.g., not sexually compliant, should be beaten. Females who break the laws of
marital fidelity should also be beaten, for the barter system of marriage (sex in
return for security) must not be violated by outside commerce. (p. 12)

And in Shelley’s (1970/2000) words, “Men do not love women . . . They do not want

women as people, they want only those who fit properly into the roles of sexual and

domestic slaves. Any time a woman aspires to independent personhood, the reaction of

men is rage” (p. 308; cf. Greer, 1970, p. 17).

As many first-wave feminists and, later, Simone de Beauvior (1949/1989) had,

radical feminists frequently analogized the plight of women and African-Americans, and

marriage and slavery. Beverly Jones and Judith Brown (1968/2000) remarked, “Marriage,

as we know it, is for women as integration is for blacks. It is the atomization of a sex so as

to render it politically powerless” (p. 45). Sheila Cronan (1970/1973) argued that “the

institution of marriage ‘protects’ women in the same way that the institution of slavery

was said to ‘protect’ blacks—that is, that the word ‘protection’ in this case is simply a

euphemism for oppression” (p. 214). She noted that “the compulsory nature of sex in

marriage operates to the advantage of the male” (p. 215), identified marriage as “the

model for all other forms of discrimination against women” (p. 219), and thus asserted,

“The marriage relationship is so physically and emotionally draining for women that we

must extricate ourselves if for no other reason than to have the time and energy to devote
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ourselves to building a feminist revolution” (p. 220). Similarly, Ti-Grace Atkinson, while

still president of New York NOW, strained her relationship with the marriage-friendly

organization by stating in a 1968 interview with The New York Times Magazine (as cited

in Cohen, 1988), 

The institution of marriage has the same effect as the institution of slavery had. It
separates people in the same category, disperses them, keeps them from identifying
as a class. The masses of slaves didn’t recognize their condition, either. To say that
a woman is really ‘happy’ with her home and kids is as irrelevant as saying that the
blacks were ‘happy being take care of by Ol’ Massa’. . . . I think it’s time for us to
go on the offensive. (p. 155)

While going on ‘the offensive’ meant, in this case, that “the nuclear family should

be abolished and that children should be raised communally” (Cohen, 1988, p. 155), for

Atkinson, it usually meant being offensive too. Atkinson and The Feminists held a protest

at the New York City Marriage License Bureau and plastered “Fuck Marriage, Not Men”

stickers in the city’s subways (Rosen, 2000, p. 204). Then, during a 1971 lecture at

Catholic University in Washington, D.C., Atkinson (as cited in Cohen) charged the Church

“with conspiracy to imprison and enslave women . . . into marriage and the family,” “with

forcing many . . . into prostitution,” “with inciting rape . . . by degrading and sadistic

propaganda,” and, she exclaimed, “In the name of all women, I charge the Catholic

Church with constituting, by its very existence, an obscenity on the face of the earth . . . .

Motherfuckers! . . . The struggle between the liberation of women and the Catholic church

is a struggle to the death” (pp. 201-202). Accordingly, The Feminists’ (1969/1973)

declared: “Political institutions such as religion, because they are based on philosophies of

hierarchical orders and reinforce male oppression of females, must be destroyed” (p. 377).

Although Atkinson condemned Catholicism when the Church itself was in a period

of upheaval (due in part to Vatican II, see Chapter 4), she still failed to account for those

millions of women who maintained strong religious beliefs, as well as those who were

married. As mentioned earlier, The Feminists (1969/1973) contended that women who

continued to be in relationships with men were collaborating in their own oppression. The

clearest example of how the group excluded these women can be found in its membership
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requirements: “No more than one-third of our membership can be participants in either a

formal (with legal contract) or informal (e.g., living with a man) instance of the institution

of marriage” (p. 374). Several feminists (e.g., Echols, 1989; Ware, 1970; Willis, 1984)

have thus identified Atkinson and The Feminists as not only anti-marriage but also anti-

man and anti-sexual, which were definite precursors to cultural feminism and the anti-

pornography movement.

Still, some radical feminists further denigrated marriage by adding prostitution to

the marriage-slavery equation. For example, a number of WITCH’s “covens” from across

the country “hexed” (i.e., protested) large bridal fairs the day after Valentine’s Day in

1969. Claiming that “Marriage is a dehumanizing institution—legal whoredom for

women” (Morgan, 1970b, p. 610), participants were determined to “confront the

whoremakers” (p. 613) who encourage “vulnerable young girls to be dutiful,

uncomplaining, self-sacrificing, ‘loving’ commodities on the marriage market, and well-

packaged, fully automated, brand-conscious consumers” (p. 610). Beauvior (1949/1989)

had also noted that the role of the prostitute “corresponds with that of the married

woman” in that both provide sex out of economic necessity (p. 555), and then affirmed

that prostitution “sums up all the forms of feminine slavery at once” (p. 556).  Indeed,17

according to Kathleen Barry (1979), “Female sexual slavery is present in ALL situations

where women or girls cannot change the immediate conditions of their existence; where

regardless of how they got into those conditions they cannot get out”(p. 33, italics orig.),

and it therefore affects the “prostitute, battered wife, incestuously assaulted child, veiled

woman, [and] purchased bride” (p. 35). And while pornography provides the “handbooks

and blueprints for sadistic violence” (p. 174), rape “forms the social and political context

in which victims are sexually enslaved” (p. 34). Concluding that female sexual slavery is

“pervasive throughout patriarchal societies” (p. 34), Barry, whom Echols (1989) labels a

cultural feminist, declares: “[O]ne cannot help but be momentarily stunned by the

enormous male population participating in female sexual slavery. The huge number of men

engaged in these practices should be cause for a declaration of a national and international
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emergency, a crisis in sexual violence” (p. 220).

Sexual violence. Beyond heterosexual love, marriage, and prostitution, many

radical feminists saw rape as both the most terrifying consequence of and the primary

means of ensuring women’s ‘sexual slavery.’ Claiming that social conditioning alone isn’t

always sufficient to sustain male dominance, Millett (1970/1988) wrote, “Patriarchal force

also relies on a form of violence particularly sexual in character and realized most

completely in the act of rape” (p. 61). According to Barbara Mehrhof and Pamela Kearon

(1971/1973), members of Redstockings and later The Feminists, 

To see rape within the system of female oppression is to understand its non-
accidental and non-arbitrary nature and to gain insight into its special purpose for
the class of men. There is no group other than slaves that has been singled out for
such systematic and total exploitation and suppression as the class of women. (p.
228)

Contrary to the common justifications for rape (e.g., men’s ‘natural’ urges, insanity,

female provocation), the authors contended, “Rape supports the male class by projecting

its power and aggressiveness on the world” (p. 232); by terrorizing women into

submission, “Rape teaches . . . the objective, innate and unchanging subordination of

women relative to men” (p. 230, italics orig.). Or, as Robin Morgan (1977/1980) put it,

“Knowing our place is the message of rape—as it was for blacks the message of lynching”

(p. 135). And in the lengthy and well-known analysis of rape, Against Our Will

(1975/1981), Susan Brownmiller declared, “From prehistoric times to the present, I

believe, rape has played a critical function. It is nothing more or less than a conscious

process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of fear” (p. 5, italics

orig.).

The concept of ‘sexual violence’ was the key to the shift away from radical

feminism to cultural feminism in the mid-1970s. By linking sexual institutions such as

marriage and prostitution to violent practices such as rape, and then violence back to the

sexuality of pornography, some feminists wound up supporting the very premise that

feminism had been trying to refute: that men are inherently aggressive and women

inherently passive. Near the end of Against Our Will, Brownmiller posited, “The case
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against pornography and the case against toleration of prostitution are central to the fight

against rape,” and, in a direct challenge to liberals who privileged freedom of expression,

stated, “if it angers a large part of the liberal population to be so informed, then I would

question in turn the political understanding of such liberals and their true concern for the

rights of women” (p. 438). She further argued, 

There can be no “equality” in porn, no female equivalent, no turning of the tables
in the name of bawdy fun. Pornography, like rape, is a male invention designed to
dehumanize women, to reduce the female to an object of sexual access, not to free
sensuality from moralistic or parental inhibition. The staple of porn will always be
the naked female body, breasts and genitals exposed, because as man devised it,
her naked body is the female’s “shame,” her private parts the private property of
man, while his are the ancient, holy, universal, patriarchal instrument of his power,
his rule by force over her. Pornography is the undiluted essence of anti-female
propaganda. (p. 443, italics orig.)

So, according to this view, men rape women to degrade and control them; thus, rape is

not an act of sex but one of violence and power. Pornography, then, normalizes and

eroticizes men’s debasement and domination of women and is, therefore, a means through

which to promote a patriarchal ideology of degradation and control with regard to the

female body. As Morgan (1977/1980) famously wrote, “Pornography is the theory, and

rape the practice” (p. 139). Further insisting that pornography had become increasingly

violent–citing in particular the 1976 film Snuff, the subject of Chapter 6 herein–anti-

pornography feminists during the 1970s and ‘80s picketed theaters showing pornographic

films, vandalized adult bookstores, and eventually called for outright prohibitions on

pornography because, as Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon claimed in their

Minneapolis Ordinance, “Pornography is a systematic practice of exploitation and

subordination based on sex which differentially harms women” (“Excerpt,” 1985, p. 206). 

Besides raising the obvious question of censorship, conflating pornography and

rape had further implications for feminism. In defining rape as a patriarchally condoned act

of violence against women, and then in defining pornography as the eroticized

promulgator of rape, anti-pornography feminists syllogistically concluded that because

pornography is both violent and the expression of male sexual desire, male sexual desire
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must too be violent. This conclusion further connoted that female sexual desire must

somehow be different. Distinguishing between pornography and “erotica,” which Gloria

Steinem (1978) defined as the “mutually pleasurable, sexual expression between people

who have enough power to be there by positive choice” (p. 54), anti-pornography

feminists further suggested that male and female sexual desire are not only different, but

that the expression of female sexual desire–erotica–is ‘healthier,’ more moral, and more

humane because of its caring, egalitarian, and nonviolent nature. Such claims signaled the

establishment of cultural feminism and sparked battles between anti-pornography feminists

and those opposed to censorship, feminist and otherwise, who, while concerned about

degrading images of women, feared alignment with the conservative New Right that not

only condemned pornography but was, for all intents and purposes, also anti-feminist. 

Overall, radical feminists’ denouncements of beauty standards, marriage,

heterosexuality, and men produced at least two related effects that warrant mention here.

First, they offer compelling evidence as to why many women–straight, married, those who

were mothers (or someday hoped to be), and those who simply did not buy into the notion

that patriarchy was the primary or only cause of women’s oppression and still wanted to

work alongside men for other causes–would fear and avoid association with feminism,

particularly the radical wing which, if taken literally, did begin to sound like a bunch of

anti-sex, man-haters, and woman-haters. Second, as I have noted, some feminists began to

take the indictments of men to extremes which, in turn, contributed to both more

factionalism within the women’s movement as well as the re-embrace of essentialist

notions of men and women. Although I will contend in the next chapter that cultural

feminism represented the reversal of radical feminism’s goal of destroying the sex-class

system, radical feminists’ insistence upon a universal category of women similarly glossed

over the material differences among women. Accordingly, as I will explain next, as lesbian

feminists contested radical feminism’s universalizing theories about women and its

exclusive focus on gendered oppression, second-wave Marxist and socialist feminists

objected to radical feminism’s relative disregard of economic structures and its failure to



105

explain, at least agree upon, the origins of patriarchy.

Marxist/Socialist Feminism

Radical women’s involvement with the New Left influenced many of their ideas

about oppression and revolution. But whereas radical feminists dissociated their interests

from those of the male New Left majority to focus on women’s oppression, some radical

women (i.e., the so-called ‘politicos’) stayed more closely aligned with the Left and its

concerns about the Vietnam War and economic structures of class oppression. Still other

radical women with feminist concerns (e.g., Chicago Women’s Liberation Union, Boston’s

Bread & Roses) developed critiques of both capitalism and patriarchy. In a sense, then,

Marxist/socialist feminism preceded radical feminism. But second-wave Marxist/socialist

feminism also developed in response to radical feminism’s exclusive focus on patriarchy

and universalizing theories about women as well as liberal feminism’s individualistic

rhetoric of choice and accommodating approach to capitalism. 

Marxist/socialist feminism, in general, is interesting to examine because its

attention to economic conditions proved insightful in retrospect. As I shall discuss briefly

in the next chapter, when second-wave feminism began to retreat into traditional notions

of femininity and masculinity in the 1970s, the U.S. faced an economic recession that

actually encouraged women’s entrance into the workplace as cheap labor. In other words,

as women left the domestic sphere, they, ideologically, had to be remain associated with

that sphere. Socialist feminism, in particular, is important to address because it further

influenced later standpoint and materialist feminist approaches to women’s oppression,

which I will review in Chapter 7. That said, despite Marxist/socialist feminists’ disputes

with radical and liberal feminists, and their own internal disputes over the origins of

patriarchy, their analyses of women’s oppression also involved the ubiquitous issues of

reproduction, marriage, and the nuclear family–issues that were especially important in the

reception of Rosemary’s Baby (1968), which I will discuss in Chapter 4.

Marxist Feminism18

Although Marx did not attend much to the conditions of women under capitalism,
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his collaborator Friedrich Engels did in The Origin of The Family, Private Property, and

the State (1884/1972). Engels claimed that in pre-capitalist societies there was a sexual

division of labor in that men and women performed different tasks. Yet, because both of

their primary functions–gathering food and rearing children, respectively–were considered

vital to the survival of the species (i.e., were productive and had use value), there was no

systematic inequality between men and women. However, when production shifted away

from the home, and men began to control the material means of production and sought to

accumulate private property for its exchange value, everything changed. While men’s

work, now occurring in an emergent public sphere of trade, became more valuable,

women were confined to the home, where they were alienated from production and served

only a re-productive function, that of producing more laborers as well as heirs. Hence the

rise of the nuclear family, in which women became economically dependent upon men and

thus subject to their wants and needs, including sexual. Indeed, Engels recognized the

commodification of sex within capitalism; not only was monogamy imposed upon married

women to ensure the transfer of wealth to indisputable heirs but prostitution flourished

among unmarried women.

Because of Marxist feminism’s and radical feminism’s shared origin in the New

Left, it is unsurprising that both criticized institutions of sexual ‘exchange’ such as

marriage and prostitution that treat women as property, or ‘slaves.’ Yet, there was a

crucial difference between them. Radical feminists attributed women’s oppression to

patriarchy–a complete ideological system which differently values the biological

differences between the sexes and is manifested and reproduced in the relations between

men and women in the private sphere. Marxist feminists, however, historically and

materially located the root of women’s oppression–in fact, all modern forms of human

oppression–in the rise of industrial capitalism and the class-based society that came with it.

More specifically, rather than regard unequal relations in the private sphere as the cause of

women’s oppression, they saw the oppressive nuclear family–the key to the perpetuation

of labor and private property–as the result of capitalism’s sexual division of labor and
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privatization of reproduction. Accordingly, for the Marxist feminist, capitalism must be

destroyed in order to liberate, not only women, but the whole working class. Sharon

Smith (1997) explains, 

The burden for the reproduction of labor power still lies primarily within the
working-class family–and women’s role within it–both for enabling today’s
generation of workers to replenish themselves so they can return to their jobs each
day and for rearing the next generation of workers through childhood. The
working-class family is extremely valuable to the capitalist system as a cheap
means of reproducing labor power.

Yet, Smith claims, “today’s capitalists still take precious little responsibility for the legion

of workers whose labor produces their profits. The fact that in the United States today 44

million people have no health care is one example of this lack of responsibility.” In other

words, although the family is essential to capitalism, it is privatized, and so to is the

responsibility for caring for it. For second-wave Marxist feminists, then, women’s labor in

the home–housework and childcare–was particularly important to consider, and many

advocated making it a social responsibility. Now, although labor was central to liberal

feminists’ conception of women’s oppression in that they demanded vocational equality

for women, Marxist feminists, of course, did not endorse women’s integration into the

capitalist public sphere. Rather, they recognized as unrealistic liberal feminism’s

presumption that women leaving the home and joining the paid labor force would

magically free them from domestic labor.

Domestic labor. Marxist feminists provided varying accounts of how women’s

domestic labor, particularly housework, related to capitalism and whether it had any value

in the Marxist sense. According to Margaret Benston in “The Political Economy of

Women’s Liberation” (1969/1997), women’s domestic labor was worthy of feminist

attention precisely because it was considered worth-less according to capitalism’s system

of values. Benston observed that women’s domestic work is not wage labor and its

‘products’ are consumed in the home; thus, women’s work has no exchange value in the

market. Hence, she concluded that women’s domestic work is “the material basis for the

inferior status of women” because, “In a society in which money determines value,
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women. . . . who do this valueless work, can hardly be expected to be worth as much as

men, who work for money” (p. 19). While concurring that housework has no exchange

value, Lise Vogel (1973), argued that housework does have use value and is thus

“relatively unalienated,” which, for Vogel, presented the possibility of a socialized society

based on unalienated use-ful labor. From yet another perspective, Mariarosa Dalla Costa

and Selma James (1972/1997) believed that housework was indeed alienating but further

proposed, similar to Betsy Warrior (1971/1973), that women’s domestic labor should be

seen as ‘productive’ because it produces surplus value. According to this view, women’s

domestic work contributes to the processes of production by creating more productive

(i.e., healthier, stronger) workers.  While Marxist feminists such as Warrior advocated19

that domestic work be “collectivized and industrialized on a large basis” (p. 212), Dalla

Costa and James advocated, rather controversially, that domestic work should be a form

of wage labor and paid for by the state. Summarizing this primarily British 1970s’ debate

over the value of domestic labor, Bryson (1992) writes, 

What this debate did therefore was to show that the unpaid work performed by
women in the home is connected to the wider economy and to explain that the
family under capitalism continues to perform important economic as well as
ideological and psychological functions which any overall strategy for change must
take into account. (p. 239)20

Although the “comparable worth” campaign initiated by both liberals and Marxists

in the 1970s and ‘80s focused on the sexual division of labor outside of the home rather

than domestic labor, it too concerned the value of women’s work. Comparable-worth

advocates, as Tong (1989) explains, urged employers to evaluate a worker’s job

“objectively” (based upon the skills required, its mental demands, its level of autonomy

and accountability, and the overall working conditions) and then compensate employees

accordingly. While most feminists would agree that women’s labor both inside and outside

of the home should be considered more valuable than it is, other feminists concerned about

women’s labor and its relation to women’s oppression believed that there was more to it

than just capitalism.

Socialist Feminism
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Socialist feminists, like Marxist feminists, believed that historical materialist

analyses of economic conditions were necessary to comprehend women’s oppression;

therefore, they similarly sought to locate a material base for women’s oppression. But

socialist feminists, like radical feminists, also contended that analyses of gender and

patriarchy must accompany economic analyses in order to explain why women are

oppressed. According to Alison Jaggar (1983), “The most obvious defect in Marxist

functionalism . . . is that it never really explains why it is women who do ‘women’s work.’

In other words, even if unwaged household labor is profitable to capital, there is no

explanation of why it is women who perform this labor” (p. 71, italics orig.). Gayle Rubin

(1975) also claimed that “No analysis of the reproduction of labor power under capitalism

can explain foot-binding, chastity belts, or any of the incredible array of Byzantine,

fetishized indignities, let alone the more ordinary ones which have been inflicted upon

women in various times and places” (p. 163). So, unlike the Marxist feminists who

debated whether housework was productive or not, many socialist feminists focused their

analyses on women’s reproductive labor, reasoning that the sexual division of labor, and

thus women’s oppression, originates there. With the added critiques of patriarchy and

sexual difference, many socialist feminist arguments therefore resembled those of both

radical and psychoanalytic feminists.

Dual systems. Prior to Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1975), which I will discuss

more in the next chapter, Juliet Mitchell, in Woman’s Estate (1971), identified four

structures of women’s oppression, the first of which involved a material inequity–women’s

limited access to the processes of capitalist production. She then claimed that the three

remaining structures–women’s lack of control over their own sexuality, women’s loss of

control over reproduction, and women’s role as the socializer of children–function

independently from the first because the latter are rooted in longstanding patriarchal

ideologies. Echoing Kate Millett (1970/1988), Mitchell posited that women’s subordinate

sexual, reproductive, and socializing roles in the family result from the psychological

internalization of women’s inferiority, due to the resolution of the Oedipal complex, an
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argument she reiterated in Psychoanalysis and Feminism. Thus, Mitchell concluded that

the ideological function of the patriarchal nuclear family would persist even if capitalism

were eliminated and the economic function of the capitalist family transformed. In short,

Mitchell (1971 & 1975) contended that women’s oppression is determined by their place

in the spheres of both production and reproduction, but that these spheres oppress women

in different ways.

Despite socialist feminists’ shared belief that patriarchy is a necessary condition of

women’s oppression along with capitalism, they disagreed as to whether patriarchy is

ideologically or materially based. Similar to Mitchell (1971), Heidi Hartmann (1981)

identified women’s restricted access to production, as well as their lack of control over

sexuality and reproduction, as structures of patriarchy. But contrary to Mitchell’s (1975)

explicit separation between “the economic mode of capitalism and the ideological mode of

patriarchy” (p. 412), Hartmann’s own historical research led her to conclude that

patriarchy also has a material base (cf. Harding, 1981). According to Hartmann, both

capitalists and men benefit from men’s control over women’s labor both inside and outside

of the home. First, Hartmann observed that the personal characteristics typically

associated with men (i.e., competitive, aggressive, rational, strong, etc.) are, conveniently,

the same characteristics considered essential for success in the public sphere of capitalist

production. Second, she noted that because women who do work outside of the home still

often make less money than men due to the “family wage” paid to men, women remain

economically dependent on men. Hartmann therefore contended, “Sexist ideology serves

the dual purpose of glorifying male characteristics/capitalist values, and denigrating female

characteristics/social need” (p. 28, italics added).

Unified systems. Other socialist feminists offered alternative, more synthetic ways

of explaining the relations between patriarchy and capitalism. In “Socialist Feminism and

the Limits of Dual Systems Theory” (1980/1997), Iris Young criticized ideological

accounts of patriarchy such as Mitchell’s (1975) and contended that perceiving patriarchy

as a universal and unchanging mode of psychologically maintained male domination not
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only makes any goal of eradicating patriarchy seem hopeless, it ignores women’s various

historical and material conditions under patriarchy. Young also challenged feminist

analyses such as Hartmann’s (1981) which treat capitalism and patriarchy as separate and

autonomous spheres, arguing that notions about capitalism functioning only outside the

home (in public) and patriarchy inside (in private) perpetuate liberalism’s false

public/private distinction. Moreover, such perceptions distort how capitalism and

patriarchy emerged together historically. Young explained that economic inequality and

patriarchy both existed prior to capitalism, but then as capitalism developed, both class

and gender relations were transformed. In other words, although patriarchy existed prior

to capitalism, patriarchy as we know it was as effected by capitalism’s emergence as

capitalism was effected by patriarchy (cf. Rubin, 1975).  To better understand the sexual21

division of labor, then, Young advanced a unified approach that regards capitalism as

being, at its core, patriarchal, and thus treats class and gender as inextricable.

In Feminist Politics & Human Nature (1983), which served as both an

introduction to second-wave feminist theory and an advocation of socialist feminism,

Jaggar also recommended a unified approach to analyzing women’s oppression, but her

theory relied more upon the Marxist concept of alienation. Starting with the belief that all

aspects of femininity are alienating due to patriarchy’s exaggeration of the differences

between it and masculinity, Jaggar described three primary ways in which women are

physically and mentally alienated under the “capitalist form of male domination” (p. 317).

First, Jaggar posited that women’s economic survival depends upon their ability to

sexually attract and satisfy men. This alienates women from their own sexual expression

(cf. Greer, 1970), from themselves because women must see themselves as the objects (the

Other) of men’s gaze (cf. Beauvoir, 1949/1989), and from other women because they are

forced to compete for men’s attention in the heterosexual ‘market’ (cf. Rich, 1980).

Second, Jaggar claimed that motherhood alienates women in several ways: Economic

conditions often determine how many children a woman may or must have; medical

technologies and child-rearing ‘experts’ alienate women from their own roles as mothers
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(cf. Rich, 1976); the nuclear family alienates women from their extended families;

women’s feelings of an “empty nest” when their children leave home may cause mothers

to resent their children; and because mothers are usually the ones who must deny children

what they want, children may resent their mothers (cf. Dinnerstein, 1976). Third, Jaggar

argued that women are alienated from cultural and intellectual production because the

academy and the arts privilege androcentric views of reality and knowledge.

Concluding her section on socialist feminism, Jaggar suggested several possible

strategies for dealing with women’s oppression. In addition to consciousness-raising and

public activism, the formation of independent women’s organizations, the abolition of the

wage system, and the unionization of workers in predominantly female occupations (e.g.,

secretaries, nurses, and cooks), Jaggar explained that socialist feminists also demand

complete sexual freedom, including an end to compulsory heterosexuality and the removal

of all restrictions on women’s control over reproduction, such as forced sterilization or

mandatory motherhood. Further differentiating between reproductive “freedom” and

reproductive “rights,” Jaggar contended that reproductive ‘rights’ would not be evenly

distributed among women given their various material situations related to reproduction,

and that freedom is more about the process of liberating all women.

Writing near the end of second-wave feminism in 1983, Jaggar acknowledged that

socialist feminism was a relatively young school of thought compared to liberal, radical,

and Marxist feminism and was thus “still under-developed, both practically and

theoretically” (p. 304). But since that time, second-wave socialist feminism has influenced

the work of feminists writing from particular standpoints and multiple sites of oppression

and encouraged materialist feminists to further stress the importance of accounting for

women’s various material conditions. Indeed, as Jaggar’s own work evidences, “More

than any other feminist perspective socialist feminism’s fundamental attitude is

synthetic—eager to explain each and every aspect of woman’s oppression as a part of a

large and systematic whole” (Tong, 1989, p. 236). I will return to some of this more-

recent work in Chapter 7 and discuss the state of contemporary feminist theorizing and
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1. I am aware that applying labels such as “liberal” and “radical” to various theories and
people is itself a rhetorical act, one that is potentially reductive and, as some would argue,
an antiquated way of discussing feminism. But I contend that because many second-wave
feminists were preoccupied with criticizing and differentiating themselves from others,
labeling is an important part of the rhetorical legacy of second-wave feminism.

2. This review considers arguments made between 1963 and 1984, which, as I mentioned
in the Introduction, effectively marked the end of second-wave feminism. Thus, I typically
use the past tense when referring its participants’ arguments.

3. While Ginette Castro (1990) states that two-thirds of women working during World
War II reported wanting to keep their jobs after the war, Molly Haskell (1974/1987)
claimed the number was closer to eighty percent.

how and why it developed in response to second-wave feminism.

In the next chapter, I will continue to contextualize second-wave feminist

discourses by reviewing the more theoretical and less activist-oriented psychoanalytic and

cultural schools of feminist thought, as well as the emergent field of feminist film studies,

which relied heavily upon psychoanalytic theories and methods of criticism in the 1970s.

Considering the extent to which Marxism transformed modern thought, it is hardly

surprising that numerous second-wave feminists both criticized and extended Marxist

concepts. The same can be said about Freud. But whereas Marxism offered feminists both

a theoretical explanation of and a political direction for ending oppression, Freudianism

proved more problematic for feminist appropriation owing to its primarily theoretical and

therapeutic functions, its biological determinism, and its perpetual image of the abject

female body. This is important to consider because of how frequently psychoanalysis has

been applied to horror films, including those that I will discuss in Chapters 4-6. As part of

the critical reception of the films, and thus as participants in the negotiation of the feminist

issues within the films, the scholarly interpretations reveal how much feminism had

changed by the 1980s. Indeed, in reviewing psychoanalytic and cultural feminism, we can

see how feminism moved away from the radical calls for social revolution and returned to

the notion of a more passive femininity.

Notes
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4. Julia Wood (2005) claims that two million women lost their jobs after World War II,
while Castro (1990) reports that four million women had lost their wartime jobs by 1946.

5. Marcia Cohen (1988) describes how Betty Friedan’s personal circumstances inspired
The Feminine Mystique. A talented student, Friedan was offered a prestigious graduate
scholarship to study psychology at UC Berkeley but declined it in order to get married.
Although Friedan later worked as an editor of a radical labor newspaper, she left that job
to care for her first child. Later, upon trying to reenter the workforce, Friedan then found
many publishers unwilling to hire her.

6. Alice Echols (1989) summarizes, 
Women who were demanding that their oppression be acknowledged ran up
against a left concerned only with supporting the struggles of blacks, the working
class, or the Vietnamese. Women who were declaring that the ‘personal is
political’ encountered a Movement reverting to the old left’s definition of political.
(p. 42)

7. Mary Daly also considered patriarchy the paradigm of all other forms of oppression.
She argued in Beyond God the Father (1973) that the god of Christianity, Judaism, and
Islam is the principal patriarch; God is the subject, the self, the ‘I’ that controls everything,
and because ‘man,’ not woman, is made in His image, women are subjected to God’s, and
men’s, dominion.

8. Alison Jaggar (1983) confirms this: “According to radical feminism, the oppression of
women is rooted in . . . the male control of women’s bodies” (p. 266). Rosemary Tong
(1989) also observes that “more than liberal and Marxist feminists, radical feminists have
directed attention to the ways in which men attempt to control women’s bodies. . . . To
the degree that a person is deprived of power over his or her own body, that person is
deprived of his or her humanity” (p. 72). 

9. I will summarize Engels’ account later in this chapter and Freud’s in Chapter 3.

10. Although Dunbar (1970), like Firestone (1970/1972), argued that dialectical and
historical materialist analyses were useful for analyzing the oppressive function of the
nuclear family, she, more liberally, advocated full-time childcare in places of education and
employment.

11. Ellen Willis (1984) of Redstockings takes issue with The Feminists’ conflation of sex
class and sex roles.

12. Jo Freeman (1999), Barbara Ryan (1992), and Ruth Rosen (2000) explain that the
squabbles between NOW and the smaller radical groups were not only ideological and
structural, but also generational and economic, with the typically younger and recently
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college-educated radicals perceiving the typically middle-aged and middle- to upper-class
liberals as too “careerist” and “bourgeois.”

13. While, Morgan (1970b) explained, WITCH originated as an acronym for Women’s
International Conspiracy from Hell, it stood for various things depending upon what it was
protesting, such as Women Infuriated at Taking Care of Hoodlums (on Mother’s Day),
Women Indentured to Traveler’s Corporate Hell (for a group of women working at an
insurance agency), Women Incensed at Telephone Company Harassment (Bell Telephone
employees), Women Interested in Toppling Consumption Holidays, and Women Inspired
to Commit Herstory (p. 617).

14. Atkinson, in fact, distributed copies of the SCUM Manifesto among The Feminists and
publicly appeared with its author at Solanas’ trial for shooting Andy Warhol in 1968
(Cohen, 1988).

15. Shelley (1970/2000) wrote, “So we must have two definitions for the lesbian—one in
terms of her sexual relations, the other in terms of her independence of men” (p. 305).
Bunch (1972/2000) also stated that “lesbianism is . . . more than sexual preference; it is a
political choice” (p. 333).

16. In “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence” (1980), Adrienne Rich also
argued that heterosexuality is a political institution that compels women to deny or
subordinate their own woman-identification in order to privilege men’s needs, issues, and
perspectives. She concluded that women do not universally choose heterosexuality of their
own volition; rather, it is imposed by dominant masculine ideologies.

17. Four years prior to the publication of Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape,
Susan Brownmiller (1971/1973) argued at a New York State legislative hearing on
legalizing prostitution that prostitution was not, as had been proposed, a victimless crime
and that women do not freely and consciously choose to sell their bodies. Rather, she
contended, 

There is a serious problem in our society, when women with ambition must sell
their bodies because there is no other way that they can earn fifteen thousand a
year. There is a serious problem in our society when men think that access to the
female body is, if not a divine right, at least a monetary right. (p. 76)

18. In Alison Jaggar’s (1983) and Andrea Nye’s (1989) introductions to Marxist feminism,
they explain that, in contrast to liberalism’s belief that human behavior is guided by the
rational quest for self-fulfillment, Marx believed that humans are biologically driven by
their need to survive. Unlike animals, however, humans consciously work to satisfy their
needs by producing their means of survival (what Marx called “praxis”). Work, then,
according to Marx, defines human nature. Therefore, he reasoned that there is a dialectical
relationship between biology and society, in that the base of a society is constituted by
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how its members go about satisfying their biological needs (i.e., its mode of production).
As the base of society, the mode of production then determines the other institutions
(religious, legal, scientific, artistic, familial, etc.), or the superstructure, of that society.
Using a method of historical materialism that presupposes that societies are based in
material conditions, Marx described and critiqued societies based on a capitalist mode of
production in which the accumulation of private wealth and property–beyond that which
they need to survive–organized human relations. He concluded that capitalism divides
people into unequal classes based upon their relation to the means of production: the labor
class (the proletariat) and the capitalist class (the bourgeoisie), the latter of whom control
the means of production (including the labor class) and thus the other institutions of
society that promote ideologies reflecting its needs and wants. 

In Josephine Donovan’s (1993) review of Marxist/socialist feminism, she
emphasizes the Marxist concepts of ‘value’ and ‘alienation.’ Use value refers to the worth
of things produced for one’s own use or consumption, such as the things produced by
domestic work (e.g, cooking, cleaning, sewing, etc.); exchange value refers to the worth
of things produced for exchange in the market, including commodities as well as labor
itself because it is exchanged for a wage; finally, surplus value refers to the excess worth
that accrues to the capitalist owner as profit, which is produced when the material costs
for producing goods (again, including labor) are subtracted from the exchange value of the
goods in the market. Thus, according to Marx, not only did the desire to accumulate
profits lead to the exploitation of the labor class, but the process of producing goods only
for their exchange value alienates the worker physically and mentally from his work, the
products of his labor, and from others.

19. Betsy Warrior (1971/1973) claimed, “Women are not just laborers in the male-defined
sense of the word. Women are the source of all labor in that they are the producers of all
laborers” (p. 212). While women’s domestic labor is not only unpaid (indeed, for Warrior,
it is a form of “slavery”), men profit from women’s labor in that men sell, as a commodity,
their own labor power, which is a product of women’s labor. 

20. It should be noted that many feminists, not just Marxist/socialist ones, addressed the
work of a housewife. In the humorous but illuminating “Why I Want A Wife”
(1971/1973), Judy Syfers detailed the endless and thankless duties expected of a typical
housewife and concluded, “My God, who wouldn’t want a wife?” (p. 62, italics orig.). Pat
Mainardi (1970) also listed her “dirty chores” as a housewife and stated that women had
been “brainwashed” by “years of seeing television women in ecstasy over their shiny
waxed floors or breaking down over their dirty shirt collars” (p. 502). For Beverly Jones
(1970), who described the depression, exhaustion, and anxiety women feel both raising
children and satisfying their husbands’ demands, “A relationship between a man and
woman is no more or less personal a relationship than is the relationship between a woman
and her maid, a master and his slave, a teacher and his student” (p. 64). 
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21. Rubin (1975) similarly posited, “Capitalism has taken over, and rewired, notions of
male and female which predate it by centuries” (p. 163). Likewise, although speaking of
the “ideology of gender division,” Michèle Barrett (1980) stated that capitalism did not
cause women’s oppression, but rather used the ‘ideology of gender division’ which
preceded it. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICALLY ORIENTED FEMINISM & FILM STUDIES

As I explained in Chapter 2, the late-1960s witnessed the birth of a dynamic

second-wave women’s movement consisting of liberal, radical, and Marxist/socialist

schools of feminist thought, each of which actively sought to expose and eradicate the

structures which perpetuate women’s oppression. In this chapter I will discuss the more

theoretically oriented psychoanalytic, including post-structuralist, and cultural schools of

second-wave feminist thought, as well as introduce the field of feminist film studies that

emerged in the 1970s. Psychoanalytic feminists, a group as theoretically eclectic as

socialist feminists were synthetic, lay ideologically somewhere between radical and

cultural feminism, thereby encouraging the frequent conflations of all three. While the

conflations are understandable, they point to a movement forced to negotiate and

transform itself in the face of backlashes and infighting. 

We see in cultural feminism and some versions of psychoanalytic feminism shifts

away from the earlier forms of second-wave feminism. By presuming that men and women

are fundamentally different, cultural feminism effectively negated liberal feminism’s

arguments about equality and the basic sameness of men’s and women’s abilities. By re-

embracing women’s reproductive and maternal roles, cultural feminism reversed radical

feminism’s goals of destroying the sex-class system and restructuring the relations of

private life. By denigrating maleness and extolling the virtues of an essential femaleness,

cultural feminism also exacerbated socialist feminism’s concerns about the material

differences among women. In short, in second-wave cultural feminism, we see less of an

attempt to ‘make the personal political’ and more of a retreat back to the personal, and

less of an attempt to change women’s lives and more of a revaluation of those lives. Put

yet another way, cultural feminism involved more of a feminine revolution than what

Roxanne Dunbar (1970) had called for, a feminist revolution. Thus, if we are to better

understand the negotiation and ‘death’ of second-wave feminism and the continuing

problem of women’s discourses in the public sphere, cultural feminism must be addressed.

But rather than blaming cultural feminism alone for the decline and current
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paralysis of feminism, it is more productive for the future of feminism to historically

contextualize the turn towards essentialism. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, the seeds of

cultural feminism were already planted in liberal feminism’s rhetoric of individualism and

neglect of sexual difference and radical feminism’s universalizing assumptions about male

supremacy and women’s oppression. In addition, as I will discuss in Chapter 7, even

socialist feminism’s emphasis on women’s differences converged with the identity politics

and standpoint epistemology of some cultural feminists (Donovan, 1993). Moreover, in

the early 1970s, as the second-wave women’s movement was being torn apart from the

inside by increasing factionalism, it faced an economic recession which limited women’s

life-choices and a conservative backlash that sprang to life precisely because feminism was

raising women’s consciousness and effecting real political change. This context, in which

feminism’s most threatening aspects were being negotiated outside the movement, also

required feminism to negotiate itself and encouraged feminists to focus on women’s

similarities rather than their differences.

Within this context of internal and public negotiation, feminism’s relationship with

popular media was changing as well. Second-wave feminists’ concerns about media

images and men’s sexual and violent control of women’s bodies coincided with both the

explosion of sexual and violent images in film and the “theoretical ferment of the 1970s”

(Penley, 1988, p. 1), including the frequent application of psychoanalytic theories to film

texts and audiences. The proliferating “body genres” of horror and pornography, genres

full of aggressive men and “abject” female bodies, attracted the attention of feminists, film

scholars, popular reviewers, conservative critics, and sometimes incited public

controversies. To better understand the increasingly important relations between feminism

and popular media, I will investigate in Chapters 4-6 the controversies surrounding three

films that featured female nudity, sexuality, and the violent abuse of the female body.

These controversies are useful case studies through which to observe the negotiation of

feminism as a movement. But before I return in Chapter 4 to second-wave feminism’s

early days in 1968 by looking at the reception of Rosemary’s Baby, I must finish
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reviewing how and why feminism itself was theoretically changing in the 1970s and had

been transformed by the early 1980s.

Psychoanalytic Feminism

Besides developing a therapeutic method known as psychoanalysis, Sigmund

Freud formulated theories to explain psychopathology and personality development. His

basic story of the Oedipal complex and psychosexual development is the most relevant

here in that, whereas many second-wave feminists criticized Freud’s biological

determinism and androcentrism, other feminists and many film scholars–especially those

concerned with horror and pornography–re-appropriated it to account for men’s fear,

hatred, and thus control of women.  The theories and terms that I summarize in this1

section are therefore important for two main reasons. First, key concepts of

psychoanalytic thought (e.g., the phallic exchange of women, the abject maternal body, the

threat of a castrating female, repressed desires) have informed the popular and scholarly

receptions of Rosemary’s Baby (1968), I Spit on Your Grave (1978), and Snuff (1976)

and are thus contextually relevant to the reproduction, rape, and pornography discourses

that I will discuss in Chapters 4-6. Second, due to psychoanalytic feminism’s focus on

biological sex differences and the unconscious processes through which patriarchal

relations are reproduced, it, similar to cultural feminism, exhibited the tendency to see men

and women as intrinsically different.

Although the phallocentric Freudian narrative of psychosexual development

presupposes a less-than-happy ending for women and thus begged for the second-wave

feminist criticisms I mentioned in Chapter 2, other feminists found parts of the story

useful. Psychoanalytic feminists incorporated radical and socialist feminism’s analyses of

patriarchy into a variety of Freudian and post-Freudian versions of psychoanalysis and

offered varying accounts of the unconscious origins of women’s oppression. While some

combined Freud’s thoughts on the incest taboo, Althusser’s ideas about ideology, and

Lévi-Strauss’ structural analysis of kinship systems to explain the social origin of

patriarchy, others focused on the “object-relations” between mothers and infants during
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the pre-Oedipal stages of development to account for behavioral differences between men

and women and to explain men’s contempt for women. Still others–post-structuralist

feminists–integrated Lacan’s insights about the ‘phallus’ and the ‘symbolic order’ with

Derrida’s strategy of deconstruction to explain why women are marginalized and

repressed. All are important to consider because they influenced the development of

feminist film theory, informed the receptions of the specific films I will discuss in the next

three chapters, and further illustrate what, exactly, was happening in second-wave feminist

theory by the mid-1970s.

In Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1975), Juliet Mitchell claimed that

“psychoanalysis is not a recommendation for a patriarchal society, but an analysis of one.

If we are interested in understanding and challenging the oppression of women, we cannot

afford to neglect it” (p. xiii). Mitchell meant that Freud’s theories of the unconscious

should be historicized. To do so, she then turned to Claude Lévi-Strauss’ study of kinship

systems, which found that the taboo on incest–the heart of the Freudian Oedipal

complex–drove primitive ‘families’ to develop relationships with other families, thereby

creating societies.  The relations among these families were then sustained by systems of2

exchange, which included exchanging women to ensure exogamous sexual relations. From

this, Mitchell concluded, “This situation is the initial transformation of biology by the

exchange system expressed by kinship structures and the social taboos on incest that set

up the differential conditions for the formation of men and women” (p. 407, italics orig.).

Although Mitchell acknowledged that primitive kinship systems were long obsolete, she

believed, “In each man’s unconscious lies all mankind’s ‘ideas’ of his history; a history that

cannot start afresh with each individual but must be acquired and contributed to over

time” (p. 403). Further incorporating Louis Althusser’s (1971) theory of ideology,

Mitchell thus argued that patriarchal ideologies are deeply imbedded in the unconscious

and then reproduced over and over again: “The controlled exchange of women that

defines human culture is reproduced in the patriarchal ideology of every form of society. .

. . The unconscious that Freud analysed could thus be described as the domain of the
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reproduction of culture or ideology” (p. 413). Reiterating her argument from Woman’s

Estate (1971), Mitchell (1975) contended that the Oedipal complex is therefore “the

condition of patriarchal human history” in which women have found their place in the

“sphere of reproduction”; thus, “This is the place of all women in patriarchal culture” (p.

405, italics added).

Gayle Rubin (1975) also believed that the exchange, or “traffic,” of women arising

from the social taboo on incest accounts for the relations between men and women, and

that Freud’s analyses of women provided useful “descriptions of how a group is prepared

psychologically, at a tender age, to live with its oppression” (p. 196). When a male child

severs his incestuous pre-Oedipal attachment to his mother by identifying with his father,

he exchanges her for the phallus, and thus learns the patriarchal rules of social exchange

and his superior position relative to women. But because a female child is also attached to

her mother during the pre-Oedipal stages, she must contend with both the taboo on incest

and the taboo on homosexuality. Thus, Rubin claimed, the girl turns from the mother

because she doesn’t possess the phallus to the father, who is her only entrance into the

symbolic, where she “accedes to the place of a woman in a phallic exchange network” (p.

195). In the manner of Mitchell (1975), Simone de Beauvoir (1949/1989), and Kate

Millett (1970/1988), Rubin also described a “sex/gender system” that subordinates women

to men as “the set of arrangements by which a society transforms biological sexuality into

products of human activity and in which these transformed sexual needs are satisfied” (p.

159). Accordingly, Rubin, like many radical and Marxist/socialist feminists, supported a

radical restructuring of the kinship relations in which patriarchy is reproduced.

Similarly, though less radically, Nancy Chodorow and Dorothy Dinnerstein each

endorsed the egalitarian practice of dual-parenting because of what they saw as the

patriarchal effects of women being the primary caregivers. In The Reproduction of

Mothering (1978), Chodorow, using “object-relations” theory, described the pre-Oedipal

attachments that both boys and girls have with their mothers and concluded that the

different ways in which boys and girls (must) resolve their Oedipal complexes produce
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different ways of thinking and relating in adult men and women, thereby perpetuating

traditional domestic arrangements. She wrote, “Women’s mothering . . . produces

asymmetries in the relational experiences of girls and boys as they grow up, which account

for crucial differences in feminine and masculine personality, and the relational capacities

and modes which these entail” (p. 169). Specifically, Chodorow theorized that because

boys must separate from their mothers, they develop rigid ego boundaries, which explains

men’s inability to relate deeply to others–an inability, but nonetheless a characteristic

valued in the public sphere. But because girls do not separate from their mothers, they

develop permeable ego boundaries, which accounts for women’s empathy and ability to

relate to others–skills valued in the domestic sphere. From this, Chodorow, sounding like

a cultural feminist and seeming to confirm Michael Warner’s (1992) description of self-

abstraction (see Chapter 1), concluded, “The basic feminine sense of self is connected to

the world, the basic masculine sense of self is separate” (p. 169).  Indeed, according to3

Chodorow, the “prolonged symbiosis” between mothers and daughters creates in women a

need for connection, which they seek from men. But because of men’s inability to provide

that connection, women have children and thus reproduce the cycle. 

Dinnerstein, in The Mermaid and the Minotaur (1976), also argued that males and

females are affected differently by women’s mothering during the pre-Oedipal stages of

development. But for Dinnerstein, the relations that result from women’s mothering have

less to do with how mothers treat their sons and daughters differently and more with how

boys and girls respond differently to a mother’s power over them, much to the detriment

of women. Because the mother in a traditional nuclear family is an infant’s primary source

of both need satisfaction and dissatisfaction during the pleasure-driven oral and anal

stages, infants view their mothers ambivalently (as good and bad) and ambiguously (as

omnipotent and unreliable). According to Dinnerstein, then, males, fearing and resenting

their mother’s tyranny, seek to control other women upon successfully separating from

their mothers. Females, however, unable to separate from their mothers, fear their own

potential tyranny and seek to be controlled by men.  Dinnerstein concluded that this early4
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fear of the mother accounts for six recognizable features of adult male-female relations:

women’s acceptance of their domestic roles; women’s desire to sexually satisfy men;

women’s perception of themselves as objects; men’s sexual possessiveness of women;

mens’ notorious ability to separate sex from emotional connection (and women’s inability

to do so); and men’s contempt for the female body, which represents life and power but

also lactates and bleeds and is thus abject. 

This last point is particularly relevant to the next section and to my analyses in

Chapters 4-6. Because many scholars have relied upon psychoanalytic theories and their

presumption of the abject female to explain horror films, they have, rather tautologically,

done so in terms of men’s fear of and contempt for the abject female body. For example,

Barbara Creed (1993) posits, “Virtually all horror texts represent the monstrous-feminine

in relation to Kristeva’s notion of maternal authority” (p. 13), which I describe below. 

Post-Structuralist Feminism

Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous, and Luce Irigaray: Josephine Donovan (1993) calls

them the “French” feminists, Rosemary Tong (1989) labels them “postmodern” feminists,

and Valerie Bryson (1992) and Alison Jaggar (1983) refer to them as “radical” feminists.

Although each are indeed French (in terms of nationality and theoretical orientation) and

each argued for ‘radical’ disruptions of patriarchal (phallocentric) discourse, their

continued focus on pre-Oedipal relations and additional indebtedness to Lacanian

psychoanalysis situates them among other psychoanalytic feminists. Yet, like Linda Alcoff

(1988), I have distinguished them as post-structuralist feminists due to Lacan’s emphasis

on the symbolic order of language,  and owing to their incorporation of Derrida’s strategy5

of deconstruction to expose the inherent dualities in discourse and unconscious thought.6

Furthermore, Kristeva’s, Cixous’, and Irigaray’s celebration of the female body and its

distinct powers resonates with cultural feminism as well.

Kristeva, Cixous, and Irigaray deconstructed patriarchal discourse by arguing,

first, how ‘self’ and ‘masculine’ exist and only have meaning in relation to ‘other’ and

‘feminine’ and, then, how in a world that privileges the masculine, the feminine is
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marginalized, repressed, silenced, and denigrated. Indeed, they contend that the masculine

depends on the feminine’s exclusion–which sounds remarkably similar to what Jürgen

Habermas’ (1962/1989) feminist critics have argued with regard to the relationship

between the public and private spheres (see Chapter 1). Yet, these post-structuralist

feminists claimed, because patriarchal discourse relies on the absence and repression of the

feminine, speaking or writing the feminine and bringing it back into existence would

violate the fundamental rules of the masculinist symbolic order, thereby disrupting

patriarchy. For each, then, the discursive path to releasing the feminine and rescuing the

Other from the imaginary pre-Oedipal margins of the symbolic order lay in the power of

the female body.

Kristeva, in Revolution in Poetic Language (1974/1984), was similar to Rubin

(1975), Chodorow (1978), and Dinnerstein (1976) in that she also focused on the pre-

Oedipal stages of development and concluded that women’s subordination originates from

the social transformation of biological differences. But using Lacanian rather than

Freudian terminology, Kristeva used “the term semiotic to designate the operation that

logically and chronologically precedes the establishment of the symbolic and its subject”

(p. 41, italics orig.) and characterized the transformation this way: “the symbolic—and

therefore syntax and all linguistic categories—is a social effect of the relation to the other,

established through the objective constraints of biological (including sexual) differences

and concrete, historical family structures” (p. 29, italics orig.). Kristeva described this

post-Oedipal, symbolic order of the father as static, rational, and linguistic, and contrasted

that to the fluid, irrational, and corporeal nature of the pre-Oedipal, (pre-symbolic)

semiotic order of the mother. Yet, she argued, “the term ‘semiotic’ can simultaneously be

seen as part of a larger process that englobes it: the signifying process” (p. 41, italics

orig.). In the semiotic, then, there are no distinctions between self and other, or “positive”

and “negative”:

Drives involve pre-Oedipal semiotic functions and energy discharges that connect
and orient the body to the mother. We must emphasize that “drives” are always
already ambiguous, simultaneously assimilating and destructive. . . . The mother’s
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body is therefore what mediates the symbolic law organizing social relations and
becomes the ordering principle of the semiotic. . . . [which is] simultaneously
“positive” and “negative.” (pp. 27-28)

As Dinnerstein argued, infants’ ambivalent feelings toward the mother during the pre-

Oedipal stages are later grounds for their rejection of her. But Kristeva, focusing more on

the ambiguous maternal body itself, claimed that its abject nature accounts for the

repression of the semiotic.

In Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (1982), Kristeva theorized that the

perpetual horror associated with the female body derives, not from an Oedipal recognition

of its castrated state, but from the pre-Oedipal struggles that infants endure to forge their

own identities after being immersed within the all-encompassing and ‘impure’ boundaries

of the abject female womb. Kristeva defined the abject as that which “disturbs identity,

system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the

ambiguous, the composite” (p. 4). The womb, an opening which intakes from the world

and emits impurities back into the world, is therefore threatening (or monstrous) precisely

because of both its inherent impurity and its ability to consume. Thus, according to

Kristeva, men fear the female body because its fluidity, ambiguity, and incompleteness is

potentially castrating rather than castrated–which is the argument that grounds Creed’s

(1993) analysis of the “monstrous-feminine” in horror films. In Lacanian terms, then, the

female body is perceived as horrific due to its potential to corrupt and consume a

masculine subject and thus its potential to transgress the masculinist symbolic order. So,

although the maternal has no place in the masculinist symbolic order, the symbolic uses

the female’s abjection as a ‘mediator’ and relies upon the repression of the maternal

semiotic in order to sustain itself. Kristeva (1974/1984) thus proposed that the repressed

maternal could resurface in a different language–a disruptive, semiotic, feminine

language–and called for a poetic revolution which, she believed, would amount to a

political revolution.

Cixous, in her best-known work, “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976), was even

more explicit in calling for a new language to release the feminine and that it must be
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derived from the female body. According to Cixous, whereas male sexuality and the male

body are essentially boring and purely instrumental (just controlled, she claimed, by “the

big dick,” p. 891), female sexuality and a “woman’s body, with its thousand and one

thresholds of ardor” (p. 885), are limitless in their pleasures and powers. She declared,

“women are body” (p. 886), “Your body is yours, take it” (p. 876), “Your body must be

heard” (p. 880). But, Cixous contended, “Men have committed the greatest crime against

women. Insidiously, violently, they have led them to hate women, to be their own enemies,

to mobilize their immense strength against themselves” (p. 878). So, she concluded,

“Woman must write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing, from

which they have been driven away as violently as from their bodies. . . . Woman must put

herself into the text—as into the world and into history” (p. 875). For Cixous, like

Kristeva (1974/1984), then, because the masculinist symbolic order relies upon women’s

silence, a woman’s language would be “explosive, utterly destructive” (p. 886, italics

orig.): 

If woman has always functioned “within” the discourse of man, a signifier that has
always referred back to the opposite signifier which annihilates its specific energy
and diminishes or stifles its very different sounds, it is time for her to dislocate this
“within,” to explode it, turn it around, and seize it; to make it hers, containing it,
taking it in her own mouth, biting that tongue with her very own teeth to invent for
herself a language to get inside of. (p. 887)

In This Sex Which Is Not One (1977/1985), Irigaray incorporated radical

feminism’s emphasis on sexual pleasure, lesbian feminism’s critique of heterosexuality, and

theories about the exchange of women into the framework of the symbolic order. She first

described women’s marginalized position relative to the symbolic order: “The rejection,

the exclusion of a female imaginary certainly puts woman in the position of experiencing

herself only fragmentarily, in the little-structured margins of a dominant ideology, as

waste, or excess” (p. 30). “But,” Irigaray asked, “if the female imaginary were to deploy

itself, if it could bring itself into play otherwise than as scraps, uncollected debris, would it

represent itself . . . in the form of one universe?” (p. 30, italics orig.). “No,” she claimed.

Although Cixous (1976) had commented on the female body’s limitless pleasures and
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determined that women’s writing from the body would be disruptive to the symbolic

order, Irigaray vividly declared that the female body itself has an inherently disruptive

quality owing to its multiple sexual organs. What men see as ‘lack,’ Irigaray argued, is

actually a constant source of autoerotic pleasure for women. But because the female has

been told that she is lacking, that she must “by every means available . . . appropriate that

organ [the penis] for herself” (p. 23), the female body has become a “commodity” (p. 31),

an “obliging prop for the enactment of man’s fantasies” (p. 25). Rather graphically,

Irigaray then alleged that women have been forced to silence their own intimacy, their own

pleasure (their jouissance) by “the brutal separation of the two lips by a violating penis”

(p. 24). So, when Irigaray described the “luminous” effects “when our lips speak together”

(p. 207), the double-entendre is quite clear and reinforces the notion that the female body

is the source of a new and disruptive language.

This line of thinking conveys second-wave feminists’ increasing tendency in the

1970s to not only denigrate men and the male body but also celebrate women and the

female body. Although the notion that gender identities are discursively constructed

grounded later ‘nominalist’ feminist theories that I will briefly discuss in Chapter 7, the

ideas that men and women are fundamentally different and that women are superior to

men also bore a striking resemblance to the essentialist ideas expressed by second-wave

cultural feminists.

Cultural Feminism

 I have been suggesting throughout this project thus far that second-wave

feminism, in effect, died with the rise of cultural feminism. According to Alcoff (1988),

Cultural feminism is the ideology of a female nature or female essence
reappropriated by feminists themselves in an effort to revalidate undervalued
female attributes. For cultural feminists, the enemy of women is not merely a social
system or economic institution or set of backward beliefs but masculinity itself and
in some cases male biology. Cultural feminist politics revolve around creating and
maintaining a healthy environment—free of masculinist values and all their
offshoots such as pornography—for the female principle. Feminist theory, the
explanation of sexism, and the justification of feminist demands can all be
grounded securely and unambiguously on the concept of the essential female. (p.
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408, italics added)

While second-wave cultural feminism had roots in each of the other schools of second-

wave feminism, its reaffirmation of gender differences and celebration of an essential

femaleness signaled a thoroughgoing return, a retreat to the very notions of gender and

sexuality that second-wave feminism had been fighting against since the 1960s. This

retreat, then, is important to my project as a whole because I believe that having a better

sense of the changes occurring within feminism helps to better understand how and why

second-wave feminism as a movement was publicly negotiated and incorporated at the

time. More specifically, some feminists’ re-embrace of motherhood and others’ conflation

of rape and pornography undoubtedly influenced the wider hegemonic negotiations over

those issues. In the remainder of this section, I will review some examples of cultural

feminist thought and the context in which these ideas developed.

Feminine Values

Only one of the general feminist theory books I consulted, Donovan’s Feminist

Theory (1993), devotes a section to “Cultural Feminism,” and this review concerns first-

wave feminism. Of these first-wave cultural feminists, who are often associated with the

attributes of “true womanhood” that Barbara Welter (1966) famously described, Donovan

observes, “Instead of emphasizing the similarities between men and women, they often

stress[ed] the differences, ultimately affirming that feminine qualities may be a source of

personal strength and pride and a fount of public regeneration” (p. 31). Donovan further

conveys that nineteenth-century transcendentalists such as Margaret Fuller espoused a

belief that women are more intuitive, sympathetic, harmonious, spiritual, and life-affirming

than men, and that such sentiments were echoed in Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s critique of

Christian theology, Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s work on how women’s evolution has been

stunted due to the male impulse to dominate, “scatter,” and “destroy,” and Emma

Goldman’s anarchist theory about social revolution, which included a transformation of

social values. While Donovan does not fully explore how ideas about women’s distinct

qualities were expressed contemporaneously with first-wave liberal feminists’ arguments
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about equality and natural rights during the women’s suffrage campaign, Bryson (1992)

explains, 

By the end of the century, particularly in America, the idea that women were the
potential saviours of the nation, who must be given political rights to reform and
purify the conduct of public affairs, had come to dominate some sections of the
suffrage movement; from this perspective it was not women’s rationality but their
sex-specific virtues that were seen as important. . . . [T]he image of woman the
nurturer and giver of life opposing man the destroyer is one that remains powerful
today. (p. 88)

Indeed, although Donovan ends her chapter on cultural feminism with the passage

of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, she clearly indicates in a later chapter, “The New

Feminist Moral Vision,” the existence of a second wave of cultural feminism. This ‘new

vision’ also presumed fundamental differences between men and women and then glorified

women’s “particular” qualities. Donovan remarks upon women’s historical exclusion from

the political process and the economic sphere of production, women’s assignment to the

domestic sphere, and female-specific biological events (e.g., menstruation, pregnancy,

breast-feeding), and then asserts, 

The experience of living under these different conditions has led to the formation
of a particular consciousness, a particular epistemology, a particular ethic, and a
particular aesthetic. . . . A substantial body of evidence has been produced that
suggests that women’s judgments are based on a fundamental respect for the
contingent order, for the environmental context, for the concrete, everyday world.
Women more than men appear to be willing to adopt a passive model of accepting
the diversity of environmental “voices” and the validity of their realities. Women
appear less willing to wrench that context apart or impose upon it alien
abstractions or to use implements that subdue it intellectually or physically. Such
an epistemology provides the basis for an ethic that is non-imperialistic, that is life-
affirming, and that reverences the concrete details of life. (p. 173)

To support this contention, Donovan cites Carol Gilligan’s In A Different Voice

(1982), which is one of the best-known expressions of second-wave cultural feminist

thought. Challenging the Freudian notion that women have underdeveloped superegos and

moral sensibilities because girls cannot access the social world of laws and values as boys

can, Gilligan contended that women do have an elaborate system of moral reasoning, but

because it differs from men’s, it has been devalued. Gilligan explained that masculine-
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defined philosophies have historically evaluated ‘proper’ moral judgments to be those in

which abstract rules of formal logic determine what is just and right. Gilligan, however,

found that women make moral judgments contextually, through considering relationships

between events and the consequences of one’s actions. She therefore proposed that

women possess an ethic of “care” rather than of justice, and a morality of “responsibility”

rather than of rights. Gilligan thus concluded that women’s moral reasoning is more

flexible than men’s, and that women are more sensitive to the needs of others, which,

according to Gilligan, society should perceive as a positive trait rather than as a deficiency.

Donovan discusses several other works which have similarly professed that women

possess, either inherently or through experience, a distinctly ‘feminine’–hence

virtuous–way of thinking, feeling, and relating to the world: Virginia Woolf’s Three

Guineas, which, according to Donovan, advised that “women must enter positions of

power, but these women must remain faithful to the tenets of a feminine value system” (p.

185); Robin Morgan’s (post-radical) The Anatomy of Freedom (1982), which observed

that women have always been the custodians of humane values; Kathryn Allen Rabuzzi’s

The Sacred and the Feminine: Toward a Theology of Housework (1982), which posited

that a woman’s experience in the domestic sphere produces a way of thinking that, in

Donovan’s words, is “a positive alternative to the masculine mode of questing and

conquering” (p. 174); and Sara Ruddick’s “Maternal Thinking” (1980), which claimed that

mothering and child-rearing produce a moral vision that should serve as the basis of a

newer and healthier public ethic. So, unlike other feminists who advocated releasing

women from their mandatory reproductive function, the conflicts of motherhood, and the

constraints of the domestic sphere, cultural feminists began to reassess and restore

women’s traditional roles, especially their ability to give and nurture life. Furthermore, as

we also see in the following, cultural feminists identified, in a very biologically

deterministic way, men’s inability to give birth as the source of women’s devaluation and

oppression.

Celebrating Reproduction
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In “Mother Right: A New Feminist Theory” (1974), Jane Alpert, who, like many

cultural feminists, called herself a radical feminist (Echols, 1989), attributed the power of

women and the “power of the new feminist culture” to “female biology.” According to

Alpert, maternal qualities are “imprinted in the genes of every woman” and, thus,

“motherhood cuts across economic class, race, and sexual preference.” In an era of

environmental concerns and the Cold War, Alpert saw motherhood and matriarchies as

revolutionary means to counteract the destructive tendencies of masculinity. Many others

would soon express similar beliefs.

Prior to “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence” (1980), Adrienne

Rich claimed, in Of Woman Born (1976) that because all life is contingent upon

reproduction, men are jealous of women’s unique biological power to create human life

and therefore try to usurp that power. Rich, like most radical feminists, observed that

patriarchal men convince women that they are inadequate unless they become mothers.

They do this, she argued, so that they may then control the processes of reproduction and

child-rearing, thereby ensuring the survival of patriarchy. So, from husbands who control

their wives sexually and economically to male obstetricians and psychologists who monitor

women’s pregnancies and advise their parenting strategies, men restrict women’s

reproductive autonomy to serve their own needs. Yet, critical of Shulamith Firestone’s

(1970/1972) calls for state-controlled childcare or the abandonment of reproduction and

motherhood, Rich urged women to cherish their unique reproductive powers because “the

miracle and paradox of the female body” have “spiritual and political meanings” (p. 236).

Echoing post-structuralist feminists, Rich claimed there was a “power inherent in female

biology” (p. 18) and urged women to “think through the body, to connect . . . our great

mental capacities, hardly used; our highly developed tactile sense; our genius for close

observation; our complicated, pain-enduring, multi-pleasured physicality” (p. 236, italics

orig.). “[W]e must,” Rich declared, “touch the unity and resonance of our physicality, our

bond with the natural order, the corporeal ground of our intelligence” (p. 17). For Rich,

this would be revolutionary because
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The repossession by women of our bodies will bring far more essential change to
human society than the seizing of the means of production by workers. . . . In such
a world women will truly create new life, bringing forth not only children (if and as
we choose) but the visions, and the thinking, necessary to sustain, console and
alter human existence—a new relationship to the universe. Sexuality, politics,
intelligence, power, motherhood, work, community, intimacy will develop new
meanings; thinking itself will be transformed. (p. 238)

Mary Daly similarly argued in Gyn/Ecology (1978), her second followup to the

more-radical Beyond God the Father (1973), that men are resentful of women’s

reproductive capabilities. Men, according to Daly, feel unnecessary and unwanted relative

to a growing fetus and therefore parasitically suck the life-giving power out of women to

use it for themselves, which, Daly argued, is analogous to necrophilia:

Males do indeed deeply identify with “unwanted fetal tissue,” for they sense as
their own condition the role of controller, possessor, inhabitor of women. Draining
female energy, they feel “fetal.” Since this perpetual fetal state is fatal to the Self of
the eternal mother (Hostess), males fear women’s recognition of this real
condition, which would render them infinitely “unwanted.” For this attraction/need
of males for female energy, seen for what it is, is necrophilia—not in the sense of
love for actual corpses, but of love for those victimized into a state of living death.
(p. 59, italics orig.)

Daly also posited, like Rich (1976) and post-structuralist feminists, that because women’s

distinct qualities–their spirituality, their intelligence, their values, their energy–spring from

their unique bodies, women must reclaim the bodies that men have stolen from them:

The rules of patriarchy—males with power—wage an unceasing war against life
itself. Since female energy is essentially biophilic, the female spirit/body is the
primary target of this perpetual war of aggression against life. Gyn/Ecology is the
re-claiming of life-loving female energy. (p. 355)

In The Politics of Reproduction (1981), Mary O’Brien further attributed to men

the qualities of destruction and war and stated, “In very general terms, the problem is to

move from the war against nature and against life to policies of integration with nature and

with life” (p. 201). And she too contended that men’s contempt for and fear of women

derive from their sense of alienation from reproduction. According to O’Brien, “Male

reproductive consciousness is a consciousness of discontinuity. . . . The alienation of his

seed separates him from natural genetic continuity” (p. 53). O’Brien therefore concluded
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that men’s control of reproduction is the root of women’s oppression, and that men’s

aggressive behavior is their way of compensating for their own fears and inadequacies.

But again, unlike many other second-wave feminists–liberals and radicals who proposed

abandoning or postponing motherhood, Marxists who advocated socialized child-rearing,

and psychoanalytic who identified the patriarchal consequences of women’s

mothering–O’Brien, like Alpert (1974), Rich (1976), and Daly (1978), alleged that

maternity had emancipatory potential and could be used as a “weapon” (p. 208), and that

“women have a large army of allies in their quest for liberation. These are their children”

(p. 207).

We can observe in the above theories the key elements of cultural feminism and

what differentiates it from other forms of second-wave feminism. Cultural feminists not

only focused on men’s and women’s biological sex differences, they promoted the idea

that men and women possess essentially different psychological and behavioral attributes

owing to their different reproductive abilities. They conveyed that whereas women are

sympathetic, harmonious, and life-affirming, men are selfish, controlling, and destructive.

Consequently, cultural feminists celebrated women and their qualities while disparaging

men and theirs. In this way, cultural feminism went beyond simply revaluing women as

good and not-so-subtly implied that women are better than men. Donovan (1993)

confirms, 

A redirection of reverential attention toward what is not in the public, male,
rational, and dominant sphere of life will, however, necessarily provide intimations
of a way beyond the artificial and destructive divisions of masculine epistemology.
This is what contemporary cultural feminism is all about. (p. 182)

There are at least three related reasons why cultural feminism came to espouse

such ideas and, as a result, came to supplant radical feminism and joined liberal feminism

as the dominant forms of second-wave feminism by the late-1970s. Although I will discuss

each reason in more detail as it relates to the reproductive rights, anti-rape, and anti-

pornography movements, as well as how cultural feminism has affected more-recent

feminist theory in the remaining chapters, here I show how the three reasons generally
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connect. One is that each of the other schools of feminist thought encouraged in some way

cultural feminism’s essentialism and retreat to the personal. The second involves feminists’

desire to remedy the factionalism that years of bitter infighting had produced. A third

reason deals with the effects of the conservative backlash against feminism and other

wider forces that discouraged political activism in the 1970s.

Negotiating Feminism

Alice Echols acknowledges in her history of radical feminism, Daring to Be Bad

(1989), that “the seeds of cultural feminism were in all the varieties of radical feminism”

(p. 201). Looking at what radical feminists themselves said, this indeed seems to be the

case. For example, some promoted the idea that men and women live in two distinct and

irreconcilable “cultures”: Barbara Burris’ “The Fourth World Manifesto” (1971/1973)

noted a “split between male culture and female culture” (p. 337); Millett (1970/1988)

wrote, “male and female are really two cultures and their life experiences are utterly

different (p. 42); and Firestone (1970/1972) referred to the “(male) culture” which feeds

off of women’s love (p. 127). Then, when Firestone and numerous others referred to

women as a “sex class,” when radical feminists argued that patriarchy is the foremost form

of human oppression, and when they claimed that all men oppress all women, radical

feminism’s universalism nourished cultural feminism’s essentialist view that men are

naturally violent and women are passive. Moreover, when Millett contended that

patriarchy works by gaining women’s consent to a “value system” that degrades them, that

may have influenced cultural feminists to focus on changing the values attached to certain

practices instead of changing the practices themselves. So, although Burris later wrote in a

postscript, “This ‘Manifesto’ was never intended to be a glorification of the female

principle and culture. It was never intended to imply that women have more ‘soul’ than

men or that women are inherently more human than men” (p. 355), feminists who began

to “blame maleness rather than power relations not only encouraged essentialism, but also

helped shift the focus away from confronting men to building a female counterculture as a

refuge from contaminating maleness” (Echols, p. 201). Thus, we can see in lesbian
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separatist (cf. Taylor & Rupp, 1993), anti-rape, and anti-pornography discourses that

radical feminism had already begun to give way to cultural feminism by the early 1970s.

Cultural feminism, however, can be traced to both socialist and liberal feminism as

well. Noting the continued tendency to essentialize women based upon, rather than in spite

of, their variable circumstances due to differences in race, class, and sexual orientation,

Donovan (1993) claims, “cultural feminists . . . include those socialist feminists who

subscribe to what are now called ‘standpoint epistemologies’” (p. 187), to which I will

return in Chapter 7. As for liberal feminism, its individualist rhetoric of rights and choice

and its relative disregard for the structural barriers to women’s advancement is where,

according to Echols (1989), 

we see the convergence of cultural with liberal feminism. In arguing that one
woman’s power empowers all women, cultural feminists were echoing what liberal
feminists had been saying all along. This “trickle-down” approach to feminism
demonstrated a stunning disregard for the material barriers to women’s liberation.
The struggle for liberation became a question of individual will and determination,
rather than collective struggle. The problem . . . was that liberal and cultural
feminists subscribed to the same “individualistic line that denies the need for a
movement, and implies that when women don’t make it, it’s their own fault.” (p.
279)

Thus, Echols concludes, radical feminism’s “frequent conflation of the personal and the

political made it easy for the cultural feminist commitment to personal transformation or

the liberal feminist concern with self-improvement to be defined as political” (p. 201).

But cultural feminism’s roots not only lay in the rhetoric and theories of other

feminisms; the infighting within and among feminist groups over accounting for women’s

differences produced a desire to reunite feminists around, ironically, an essential notion of

women’s oppression. As I have remarked throughout this and the previous chapter, the

second-wave women’s movement had been plagued by bitter internal disputes from its

earliest days in the mid-1960s: Radical feminists repudiated the hierarchical structuring

and integrationist approach of the professional liberal feminists in NOW, as well as the

misogyny in New Left organizations; liberal feminists were frustrated by the younger

radical feminists’ indecorous strategies of protest, self-indulgent C-R groups, and
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distracting emphasis on sexuality; and Marxist/socialist feminists saw radical feminists as

“man-haters” and both “radical and liberal feminist groups as bourgeois cultural

nationalists” who refused to consider how corporate America dominated women’s and

men’s lives (Ryan, 1992, pp. 55, 58). Echols (1989) and Barbara Ryan (1992) each detail

how the early dissension reached maddening levels in the early 1970s as feminists

“trashed” other feminists for being racist, homophobic, elitist, prudish, or even CIA

operatives.  Painful disputes erupted over remaining leftist affiliations, lesbian separatism,7

how political the personal really was, and whether a long-haired married woman should

even be considered a feminist. While some feminists who felt that their needs were not

being addressed in one group defected to other groups, others focused on single-issue

campaigns for abortion rights (e.g., National Abortion Rights Action League), workplace

equity (e.g., Women’s Equity Action League), promoting women in politics (e.g.,

National Women’s Political Caucus), or the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). “By 1972,”

Echols writes, “the women’s movement was so fractured that it made, in the words of

Nora Ephron, ‘the American Communist Party of the 1930’s look like a monolith’” (p.

198). 

While no form of second-wave feminism was immune to trashing and factionalism,

radical feminism both perpetuated and suffered from them the most. According to Ryan

(1992), “being radical meant being right,” “defending their own particular strategy or

ideology as the correct line” (p. 62, italics orig.). Referring to radical feminists’ origins in

the social activism of the 1960s, Ryan continues, “seeing themselves as opponents of the

status quo, as agents of social change, radical feminist leaders tended to oppose any idea

or person considered to be part of the current system “ (p. 63). In other words, no matter

the source of women’s oppression (unjust laws, beauty standards, rape, capitalism,

heterosexuality, etc.) being a ‘radical’ feminist implied being opposed to everything that

subordinates women to men, even if that included other women and other feminists.

Radical feminists consequently developed immensely broad theories of patriarchy and

espoused beliefs about women’s universal oppression. Yet, as Ryan puts it, “What was
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overlooked was the differences among women” (p. 63). Similarly, Echols (1989)

acknowledges that “radical feminists’ emphasis upon women’s commonality masked a fear

of difference” (p. 11). 

The fractured state of second-wave feminism thus points to the rather ironic

emergence of cultural feminism in the 1970s. Although the divisiveness among feminists

was due largely to liberal and radical feminism’s universalizing attempts to speak on behalf

of all women regardless of race, class, sexual orientation, marital status, or age, some

feminists adopted an even more universalizing notion of women and emphasized

fundamental differences between men and women. According to Echols (1989), “cultural

feminism with its insistence upon women’s essential sameness to each other and their

fundamental difference from men seemed to many a way to unify a movement that by

1973 was highly schismatic” (p. 244). 

This need to reunite feminists became greater then as effects of the women’s

movement began to actually be felt and, consequently, the conservative backlash against it

grew. Examples of what feminists had accomplished by the end of 1973 include: AT&T,

the nation’s largest employer of women, had lost a wage discrimination suit filed by the

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission; the U.S. Supreme Court had decriminalized

abortion in its Roe v. Wade decision; and thirty states had already ratified the ERA

following Congress’ approval of it in 1972, the same year that Title IX provided equal

federal funding for girls’ education and activities in public schools (Ryan, 1992).

Thousands of women were turning up at feminist rallies, and women’s service and support

centers, such as rape crisis centers, were springing up across the country. But, as Ryan

(1992) conveys, “Feminism was no longer a joke. On the contrary, it was taken seriously

enough for a strong backlash to organize against it” (p. 68). From Phyllis Schafly’s

(ultimately successful) STOP ERA campaign to the National Right to Life movement

which gained momentum after Roe, to various books and groups supporting a return to

traditional gender roles, feminists not only had to contend with their internal problems,

they were targets of those who wanted to negate everything they had achieved. Moreover,
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while economic conditions had elevated the percentage of women in the paid workforce to

over forty percent in 1970 (Luker, 1984)–double what it had been in 1950 (Petchesky,

1990)–the recession in the early 1970s hampered women’s ability to attain the types of

jobs that feminists had been claiming as their right to have. As a result, many women

found it difficult, if not impossible, to achieve financial independence from men. Divorce,

as Ryan explains, also often plunged women into financial crisis.

In light of all this, as well as the increasing conservatism and religious

fundamentalism during the 1970s, many feminists grew weary of the internal squabbles

over theories and labels and had, by the 1980s, developed a broad, rather abstract, and

more inclusive sense of feminism. Every issue imaginable became part of the feminist

agenda as feminism itself came to represent ‘something’ that simply hopes to make

women’s lives better and does something about it. After perusing dozens of interviews

with feminists who had endured the 1970s, Ryan (1992) relays, “They spoke instead of the

importance of relating to the similarities between themselves and other feminists. Often,

activists who used to identify themselves as socialist, radical, or separatist identified

themselves simply as feminists” (p. 87). Lobbying came to be seen as radical because, as

Ryan notes, some feminists began to believe that “radical feminism is a redundant term”

(p. 88). What this shows is that feminists were forced to negotiate the very meaning of

feminism for themselves as others were negotiating what feminism meant to them. 

In the next section, then, I will discuss how and why some feminists became

particularly concerned about the ways in which the film industry was negotiating feminism

in the 1970s. At the same time feminists were beginning to criticize media images for

perpetuating gender stereotypes and theorize as to how they promote patriarchal

ideologies, the film industry was publicizing explicit sexuality, graphic violence, and an

increasingly vulnerable and exposed female body, which, as I will discuss in Chapter 6,

would become a major impetus behind the feminist anti-pornography movement.

Feminism & Film

Feminists had been concerned about the motion picture industry and cinematic
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images and their effects on audiences since film emerged as a mass medium in the early

twentieth century. According to Alison Parker (1999), the Woman’s Christian

Temperance Union’s (WCTU) Department for the Promotion of Purity in Literature and

Art–established in 1883 and an exemplar of first-wave cultural feminism–recognized the

medium’s rapid growth in popularity and worried about the role and usage of film in

society. Hoping that ‘wholesome’ and ‘scientific’ films would be used for educational

purposes, the WCTU attempted to persuade Thomas Edison in 1910 to produce films

illustrating the deleterious effects of alcohol and tobacco on the human body. Although

Edison never made such films, Parker claims that such early activism points to how

“women reformers insisted upon a tie between art and morals.” In response to a host of

factors–the WCTU’s, the Catholic Legion of Decency’s, and others’ concerns about the

potential ‘immorality’ of film; the Mutual v. Ohio (1915) decision that found that film was

not a medium of free expression; and several murder and drug scandals involving movie

stars during the 1920s (Campbell, Martin, & Fabos, 2006)–the Motion Picture Producers

and Directors of America, Inc. (MPPDA) implemented its own Production Code to avoid

government regulation of the film industry. The Code (a.k.a. the Hays Code after MPPDA

President William Hays), drafted in 1930 and revised in 1934, consisted of an extensive list

of “Principles” detailing what should neither be explicitly nor sympathetically depicted in

films (e.g., murder, adultery, seduction, rape, obscenity, and profanity). The MPPDA (as

cited in Phillips, 2005) thus claimed that the Code would “bring the motion picture to a

still higher level of wholesome entertainment for all the people” (p. 430) and fulfill “the

larger moral responsibilities of the motion pictures” (p. 432).

But in 1968, as the women’s movement was reemerging, the Motion Picture

Association of America (MPAA)–faced with a slagging economy, the breakdown of the

studio system, the threat of television and independent films, and declining attendance

among adult moviegoers (Campbell et al., 2006)–effectively nullified the Code by

instituting a voluntary industry rating system. Under this new system, content would no

longer be prohibited but rated according to its appropriateness for certain audiences–G
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(general audiences), PG (children with parental guidance), R (restricted audiences), and X

(adults over eighteen years old only)–by the MPAA’s Classification and Rating

Administration, a notoriously secretive group. Predictably, once the restrictions of the

Code were lifted, there was a marked increase in the number of films featuring sexuality

and violence, as well as the explicitness of the sexuality and the graphicness of the

violence. Dramatic films such as 1969’s Easy Rider (dir. Dennis Hopper) and The Wild

Bunch (dir. Sam Peckinpah) and 1972’s A Clockwork Orange (dir. Stanley Kubrick), The

Godfather (dir. Francis Coppola), and Last Tango in Paris (dir. Bernardo Bertolucci)

often impressed popular reviewers with their ‘gritty’ themes and portrayals, but they also

showed nudity, rapes, and murders the likes of which most mainstream American movie

audiences had never seen.  8

Accordingly, there was also an explosion in the two cinematic genres defined by

violence and sexuality–horror and pornography, what film scholar Linda Williams (1991)

refers to as “body genres” due to both their content–“the spectacle of a body caught in the

grip of intense sensation” (p. 4)–and their visceral effects upon viewers. In John

McCarty’s aptly titled history of the grisly ‘slasher’ sub-genre of horror, Splatter Movies:

Breaking the Last Taboo of the Screen (1984), he provides a chronological list of over

five hundred such films released between 1963 (the year of Herschell Gordon Lewis’

Blood Feast) and 1983. While the number of these films released between 1964 and 1968

averaged about five per year, that number increased to 32 in 1971, 47 in 1972, 1974, and

1980, and 58 in 1981. Similarly, in Monsters and Mad Scientists: A Cultural History of

the Horror Movie (1989), Andrew Tudor, after categorizing nearly one thousand horror

films, concludes that 1971 to 1974 were the “boom years”: “These are years of

unprecedented expansion and consolidation. There is expansion, in that the sheer volume

of horror movies reaches new heights: nearly 40 films per year during the boom, and an

average of 34 over the seventies” (p. 56).

Furthermore, the same year the MPAA’s rating system appeared (1968), President

Lyndon Johnson appointed a Commission on Pornography and Obscenity whose tasks
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included defining and studying the effects of pornography, thereby “boosting the subject to

the highest level of publicity it had yet attained” (Kendrick, 1987/1996, p. 213). In 1970,

the Commission reported that there was no conclusive evidence that exposure to explicit

sexual material harms or causes criminal behavior in children or adults. Shortly thereafter,

in 1972, the “hard-core,” X-rated pornographic films Behind the Green Door, The Devil

in Miss Jones, and Deep Throat were released, the last of which by March 1973 “had

already been seen in New York alone by over a quarter of a million people and had

grossed over a million dollars” (Williams, 1989, p. 100). Williams (1989) attributes Deep

Throat’s mainstream success in part to its “unprecedented merger of narration and hard-

core sex,” including explicit vaginal and oral sex and male ejaculation–the pivotal “money

shot” (p. 100). Although all but one reviewer at the time disparaged Deep Throat for its

weak plot and questionable ‘acting,’ Williams argues “that the film had a plot at all” (p.

99) and “that critics were talking about it at all” (p. 100) show that “by 1972 hard-core

pornography had become a household word” (pp. 98-99). 

Feminist Film Studies

Given, on the one hand, second-wave feminists’ concerns about media images of

women and femininity and, on the other hand, their concerns about sexuality and violence

with regard to women’s oppression, it is unsurprising that many took notice of the

contemporaneous proliferation of sexual and violent images in film. Claiming that female

characters during the 1960s and ‘70s were “the most abused, neglected, and

dehumanized” in film history, Molly Haskell (1974/1987) succinctly stated, “Women have

grounds for protest, and film is a rich field for the mining of female stereotypes” (p. 30).

To illustrate how feminist ideas found expression in film studies, and how feminist scholars

negotiated the relationship between the women’s movement and the increasing violence

and sexuality in films, I will review a few key works which launched the primarily

American ‘images of women’ approach and the primarily British (at least initially)

ideological-psychoanalytic approach to feminist film studies in the 1970s.

Images of women. Not unlike the New York Radical Women who protested the
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1968 Miss America pageant for its perpetuation of “an image that oppresses women in

every area in which it purports to represent us” (“No More,” 1970, p. 585), second-wave

feminists who addressed film often did so by foregrounding how film’s various portrayals

of women and femininity have historically stereotyped women to their detriment and failed

to represent the reality of women’s lives. Establishing what came to be known as the

sociological ‘images of women’ approach to film studies, Sharon Smith wrote in 1972’s

premiere issue of Women and Film,

The women in this magazine, as part of the women’s movement, are aware of
political, psychological, social and economic oppression of women. The struggle
begins on all fronts and we are taking up the struggle with women’s image in film
and women’s roles in the film industry – the ways in which we are exploited and
the ways to transform the derogatory and immoral attitudes the ruling class and
their male lackeys have towards women and other oppressed peoples. (p. 5)

Looking, then, at “sex-role stereotypes” of women in films from the 1930s to 1971 (p.

15)–for example, “bitch, nymph, housewife, whore, essentially passive, nothing any sane

woman would want to identify with” (pp. 17-18)–Smith observed, 

The role of a woman in a film almost always revolves around her physical
attraction and the mating games she plays with the male characters. . . . Women
provide trouble or sexual interludes for the male characters, or are not present at
all. Even when a woman is the central character she is generally shown as
confused, or helpless and in danger, or passive, or as a purely sexual being. It just
seems odd that these few images, and others like them, are all we see of women in
almost every film. (pp. 13-14)

Three subsequent books–Joan Mellen’s Women and Their Sexuality in the New

Film (1973/1975), Marjorie Rosen’s Popcorn Venus: Women, Movies, and the American

Dream (1974), and Haskell’s From Reverence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the

Movies (1974/1987)–also examined women’s characterizations in film and reflexively

discussed the effects of the then-current women’s movement as well as the backlash

against it. Mellen focused on the films of acclaimed directors such Ingmar Bergman and

Bernardo Bertolucci and portrayals of female sexuality and lesbianism with regard to the

bourgeois norms of the nuclear family. She claimed that despite the “seemingly so adult

and sexually free” films of the 1960s and ‘70s (p. 45), “the cinema continues the old
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stereotype of woman as passive, anxious victim. She remains trapped in a culture whose

institutions are rarely explored as the source of her damaged personality” (p. 25).

According to Mellen, not only had Hollywood stopped producing films about energetic

and independent career woman such as those from the 1930s and ‘40s starring Katharine

Hepburn, Joan Crawford, Barbara Stanwyck, and Bette Davis, it had also begun to use

“the pornography and sadism which provide the twin values of the top-grossing films

today” to control female sexuality (p. 23). Mellen declared that, while images of “bobby-

sox romance, domestic bliss and bourgeois homeyness” were often satirized “in response

to the radical surge of the 1960’s,” “independent and sexually free women fare even worse

than before” (p. 27) because they “forfeit the protection granted to domesticated women”

and are punished “on behalf of the home and hearth” (p. 23). Noting that violence

occurred in “visual conjunction” with the presentation of “loose” women, Mellen argued, 

[T]he old punishment always implicit in the fear for the virtue and protection of the
nice girl’s safety now emerges clearly. It is the society’s own vengeance upon
women. It enslaves those it protects and it rapes and mutilates those who escape
its inhibiting norms, even when, as with whores, it is at the society’s own bequest.
(p. 25)

Mellen thus concluded, “At least a decade of the current women’s movement has not

significantly influenced the image of women in the mass media” (p. 52).

Haskell (1974/1987) and Rosen (1974) offered detailed chronological descriptions

of women’s images in mostly mainstream commercial films from the early 1900s to the

early 1970s. They each then interpreted the changing representations of women in terms

of historical events (e.g., women’s suffrage, the Depression, World War II), industry

conditions (e.g., the Production Code, the collapse of the Hollywood studio system),

technological innovations (e.g., sound, color, wide-screen formatting), and even fashion

trends. Haskell identified a myriad of stereotypes, from the vamp to the virgin to the villain

and everything in between (e.g., the treacherous woman, the gold digger, the fragile wife,

the martyr, the good sport, the glamour goddess, the gargoyle, the extraordinary woman,

and so on). She argued that, in any case, women “generally emerge as the projections of

male values” (p. 39) and “are the vehicle of men’s fantasies, the ‘anima’ of the collective
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male unconscious, and the scapegoat of men’s fears” (p. 40). Like Mellen (1973/1975),

Haskell lamented the loss of brainy and feisty women from the 1930s, and recognized a

general pattern in which “good girls” are protected and “bad girls” are punished. Haskell

then observed a paradoxical relationship between women’s liberation and the treatment of

women in films:

From a woman’s point of view, the ten years from, say, 1962 or 1963 to 1973
have been the most disheartening in screen history. In the roles and prominence
accorded women, the decade began unpromisingly, grew steadily worse, and at
present shows no signs of improving. Directors who in 1962 were guilty of covert
misogyny (Stanley Kubrick’s Lolita) or kindly indifference (Sam Peckinpah’s Ride
the High Country) became overt in 1972 with the violent abuse and brutalization
of A Clockwork Orange and Straw Dogs. The growing strength and demands of
women in real life, spearheaded by women’s liberation, obviously provoked a
backlash in commercial film. . . . With the substitution of violence and sexuality (a
poor second) for romance, there was less need for exciting and interesting women;
any bouncing nymphet whose curves looked good in catsup would do. (pp. 323-
324)

“Whores, quasi-whores, jilted mistresses, emotional cripples, drunks. Daffy ingenues,

Lolitas, kooks, sex-starved spinsters, psychotics. Icebergs, zombies, and ballbreakers.

That’s what little girls of the sixties and seventies are made of” (pp. 327-328), Haskell

claimed. She thus concluded that “sexual liberation has done little more than reimprison

women in sexual roles, but at a lower and more debased level” (p. 31). Rosen similarly

observed the “parallels” between “the appearance of brute strength on screen” and “the

growth of female autonomy off” (p. 361), and asked of 1960s and ‘70s representations of

women, “breakthrough or backlash?” (p. 365). But Rosen, asserting that derogatory

stereotypes of women have always existed in American films, including the 1930s, stated,

somewhat glibly,

[I]f Hollywood has scarcely thought to take its heroines seriously in the past,
consider that until recently women did not take themselves seriously either. Since
the formation of the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966, however,
women not only are learning, but insisting others learn too. . . . [W]omen may take
comfort, for every dozen or two womanless or woman-humiliated movies, there
are one or two deserving portraits. (pp. 380-81, italics orig.)

Mellen’s, Haskell’s, and Rosen’s books were more popular than scholarly in style
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and presentation (i.e., they used more accessible language and often didn’t cite sources),

and their assessments, while laying a foundation upon which feminist film studies could

build, were based more on personal impressions than on theoretical analyses. As film

scholar E. Ann Kaplan (1974) noted in her review of Rosen’s book for Jump Cut, it “is a

first step in the right direction. She has done the basic spade work for future studies” (p.

21). But criticizing Rosen for failing to answer questions about ideology, Kaplan claimed,

“As feminists undertaking serious film study, we will also have to develop a critical

methodology appropriate for our perspective” (p. 22). Indeed, at the time, motivated by

concerns about the representations of women in film and by what film scholar Constance

Penley (1988) calls the “theoretical ferment of the 1970s” (p. 1), feminist scholars in

England were developing such a critical methodology.

Ideological-psychoanalytic. Feminist film theory originates within two

interrelated trajectories. The first was that of the French intellectuals of the 1950s and

‘60s, including: Lévi-Strauss’ structural anthropological analysis of kinship systems and

the historical exchange of women; Lacan’s psychoanalytic description of the discursive

construction of subjectivity based on sexual difference; Althusser’s critique of Ideological

State Apparatuses which reproduce the exploitation of the subject; and Roland Barthes’

semiotic analysis of the process through which readers decode narrative signs to discern

their meanings. The second trajectory was that of the French tradition of film theory,

including: Jean-Louis Baudry’s “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematic Apparatus”

(1975/1985) and the work of Christian Metz, Raymond Bellour, Thierry Kuntzel, and

Stephen Heath. This trajectory had itself been influenced by the first, other earlier theories

about art, literature, and mass media (e.g., Hoggart, 1957/1992; Williams, 1958/1966),

and by the 1968 demonstrations in France. The social conditions being protested

concretized what Guy Debord had theorized in The Society of the Spectacle

(1967/1999)–a docile society organized around the consumption of images rather than

human communication. According to Judith Mayne (1993), “The theoretical legacy of

1968 for film studies was the recognition that seemingly innocent activities of watching a
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movie or reading a magazine function to create a society of complicit individuals” (p. 5). 

Mayne (1993) distinguishes those film scholars more aligned with Althusser, and

thus perceived cinema as an apparatus which situates viewing subjects in relation to

dominant ideologies (e.g., Baudry, Metz), from those more aligned with Barthes, and thus

emphasized the textual analysis of a film’s narrative codes which encourage particular

subject positions (e.g., Bellour, Heath, Kuntzel). Yet, she explains that each group

supplemented its ideological analysis of film with psychoanalytic theory: 

Indeed, if there is any single common denominator to all of 1970s film theory, it is
the appeal to psychoanalysis as the privileged term for an understanding of how
the cinema operates as an ideological medium. . . . In other words, virtually all of
the characteristics of the cinematic institution as defined by 1970s film theory are
shaped, in one way or another, by the intersection of psychoanalysis and ideology.
(p. 20)

Each group therefore regarded both psychic and social forces as integral to the

representational and institutional qualities of cinema. Accordingly, 1970s film theorists

were committed to critically understanding how the ‘cinematic apparatus’–technical

devices of production and exhibition as well as cultural, historical, and economic

conditions–and the unconscious processes of spectatorship reproduce dominant

ideologies. Thus, they developed interpretive strategies designed to reveal what is

disguised by the ideological functions of film and film viewing.9

In the introduction to the anthology Feminism and Film Theory (1988), Penley

refers to the effects of this theoretical activity on the emergence of feminist film studies in

the 1970s:

In retrospect, the convergence of film and feminism with a new and forceful
reading, on the one hand, of ideological determinations, and, on the other, of the
Freudian emphasis on the relations of sexuality to language and image, could not
have been more fortuitous, or its effects more productive. As a result, feminists
discovered in film a seemingly perfect object. Cinema, as a sort of microcosm,
provided a model for construction of subject positions in ideology, while its highly
Oedipalized narratives lent themselves to a reading of the unconscious mechanism
of sexual difference in our culture. (p. 3)

Unlike American feminists who criticized cinematic images for failing to represent the
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reality of women’s lives, British feminists believed that it was precisely cinema’s

appearance of realism that was most ideologically problematic for women. Most basically,

early feminist film theorists posited that classical Hollywood films rely upon the

normalized authority of the male ‘gaze’ which controls the viewing within films and

determines spectators’ subject positions. Theorists such as Claire Johnston and Laura

Mulvey understood film to be a sadistic, masculinist system of signs which reproduces

patriarchal ideologies in the unconscious through the symbolic objectification,

marginalization, and exchange of women. Each then advocated the destruction of this

system in favor of an alternative women’s cinema. In this way, early feminist film theorists

echoed many of the ideas expressed by the psychoanalytic and cultural feminists discussed

earlier in this chapter. 

In three early essays–“Women’s Cinema as Counter-Cinema,” (1973/1999), “The

Place of Women in the Cinema of Raoul Walsh” (with Pam Cook, 1974/1988), and

“Dorothy Arzner: Critical Strategies” (1975)–Johnston argued that classical cinema is an

ideological product of patriarchy which hides its means of producing and reproducing

dominant ideologies, thereby drawing viewers into the illusion that misogynistic images of

women are both natural and realistic. Employing psychodynamic and post-structuralist

theories about the phallic exchange of women and women’s exclusion from the symbolic

order, Johnston claimed that classical cinema relies upon the repression, absence, and

exchange of women as ‘empty signs.’ Thus, not only are women in films objectified, but

female viewers become passive subjects due to their own marginalization from the

symbolic. Johnston therefore proposed that a women’s counter-cinema with alternative

narrative devices and aesthetic forms was necessary to end, not only demeaning

characterizations, but the oppression of women with regard to film: “Any revolutionary

strategy must challenge the depiction of reality; it is not enough to discuss the oppression

of women within the text of the film; the language of the cinema/the depiction of reality

must also be interrogated, so that a break between ideology and text is effected”

(1973/1999, p. 215). 



149

Similar to Johnston, as well as Baudry (1975/1985), Mulvey theorized, in the

immensely influential essay, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975/1988), that

classical Hollywood cinema is an ideological apparatus that spectatorially and textually

reproduces patriarchal relations between men and women while disguising its ideological

function within an unconscious imagined reality. Mulvey presumed that the cinematic

apparatus positions viewing subjects in accordance with a heteronormative masculine

subjectivity. This subject, then, desires to experience its symbolic, Oedipal self as unified

and complete and thus relies upon the repression of the threatening maternal pre-Oedipal

imaginary. According to Mulvey, the cinematic apparatus governs vision through the

camera’s regulation of what is seen and not seen and produces narratives within a

masculinist system of representations, thereby textually encouraging male spectators to

identify with male characters and their treatment of women in films. Mulvey therefore

posited that the cinematic apparatus and its heteronormative masculine spectator position

possess a voyeuristic and sadistic gaze relative to the female body and its sexual

difference. Treating women as phallic substitutes for the repressed mother, men–on the

screen, behind the camera, and in the audience–sexualize and dominate women by

fetishizing and rendering passive the female body (e.g., closeups of female legs or breasts).

This sadistic male gaze therefore affords men the scopophilic pleasure of controlling

women and their bodies.

Mulvey’s landmark essay has been criticized and revised by a vast number of other

film scholars. Some have challenged Mulvey and other psychoanalytic film theorists for

their abstract notions of an ideal spectator and have thus applied empirical approaches to

films (e.g., Bordwell, 1985). Others have objected to the generalization of the ideal

spectator across contexts and have thus conducted historical research into film exhibition

(e.g., Waller, 1992) or reception (e.g., Ellsworth, 1986). Still others have recognized that

spectatorship is not solely a product of sexual difference but other factors such as race and

class (e.g., Halberstam, 1995; Young, 1991). Perhaps the most common critique of

Mulvey, however, has been leveled by other second-wave feminist film theorists (e.g.,
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Doane, 1982/1990; Hansen, 1986; Rich, 1978/1990; Studlar, 1985; and even Mulvey

herself, 1988; see MacKinnon, 1999, for a survey of more-recent criticisms). Mulvey’s

critics have found that the presumption of an inescapable heteronormative masculine

subject position neglects to consider the possibilities and implications of alternative

spectator positions (e.g., feminine or bisexual) and alternative viewing pleasures (e.g.,

narcissistic, masochistic, or resistant), as well as the possibility that sexual difference may

be represented in a variety of ways. 

Still, despite the many criticisms of psychoanalytic film theories in general, scholars

have continued to use them as a way of explaining the ideological functions and effects of

films, particularly those which feature visibly ‘monstrous’ bodies and allegedly represent

“the return of the repressed” (Wood, 1979). Indeed, “psychoanalysis has produced, by far,

the most common and influential analyses of the horror film to date” (Schneider, 2000, pp.

168-169; cf. Grant, 1996a; Tudor, 1989). That “Most scholars account for horror in

psychosexual terms,” Linda Badley (1995) explains, “is not surprising; psychoanalysis,

with its presumption of an unconscious, is based in horror” (p. 11). Thus, Badley

continues, “It is almost too easy to account for horror in psychosexual terms” (p. 12).

Horror films, with their reliance upon visual traumas, in other words, seem to

automatically invite analysis via theories which have already delineated the effects of

recognizing a threatening or monstrous body–the female body–and the subsequent

repression of sexual and violent desires. Therefore, it is also not surprising that in applying

psychoanalysis to horror films, one typically presumes, and thus redundantly concludes,

that a sexual and gendered ideology is at work. As Barbara Creed, for instance, declares in

her influential book, The Monstrous-Feminine (1993), “The slasher film deals specifically

with castration anxieties, particularly with the male fear of castration” (p. 125). But,

according to Judith Halberstam (1995), such (reductive) claims about horror and

monstrosity are the result of the historical convergence of Freud’s theories and the Gothic

novel during the (allegedly) sexually repressed Victorian era, and the subsequent

installation of psychoanalysis as the privileged means through which to understand human
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1. According to Freud and his followers, both male and female infants are initially attached
to and identify with their mothers during the pre-Oedipal oral and anal stages of
development. But during the phallic stage, a male child sees his mother’s lack of a penis,
and this trauma creates a (Oedipal) conflict within him. While the male child still desires to
remain attached to his mother (his love-object), he anxiously fears that further attachment
to her will cause his father to castrate him as he must have castrated the mother. To
resolve this crisis, a male child must therefore repress his incestuous desire for his mother
(in the id) and identify with his father, thereby separating himself from his mother. It is
when this separation occurs, according to Freud, that a male child’s superego develops
and he learns the social norms and rules of his father, which include finding another female
object of desire and eventually becoming a father himself. 

As for a female’s development, Freud and his followers claimed that a female child
also recognizes her mother’s lack of a penis but, forced to acknowledge her similar lack
and subsequent inability to identify with the father, she transfers her desire for the penis
that she lacks to her father (and eventually to other men) and resents her mother for
bringing her into the world similarly lacking and ill-equipped. Freud also argued that for a
female to develop normally out of the phallic stage, she must shift her source of sexual
pleasure from the clitoris to the vagina because continued attention to clitoral sensitivity is
a sign of penis envy. Freud concluded that the stages of girls’ sexual development “cannot
be the same as they are in boys,” and, in a telling reference to his first-wave feminist

subjectivity: 

This narrowing down of monstrous features to monstrous sex and gender has to
do with the success of the hegemonic installation of psychoanalytic interpretations
of human subjectivity which understand subjectivity as sexual subjectivity and
identity as sexual identity and monstrosity as sexual pathology. (p. 24)

Halberstam thus concludes, “psychoanalysis, with its emphases on and investments in the

normal, quickly reveals itself to be inadequate to the task of unraveling the power of

horror” (p. 9). Nonetheless, psychoanalytic film theory, because it developed

contemporaneously with the emergence of second-wave feminism as well as the

proliferation of grisly horror films in the ‘70s, is one of many discourses influencing the

context in which feminism and its relations to popular media were being internally and

publicly negotiated. Therefore, as I explore the receptions of and controversies

surrounding three horror films featuring ‘monstrous’ female bodies–Rosemary’s Baby, I

Spit on Your Grave, and Snuff–I will consider how applying psychoanalytic theories has

contributed to the negotiation of second-wave feminism and issues associated with it.

Notes
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contemporaries, remarked, “Here the feminist demand for equal rights for the sexes does
not take us far, for the morphological distinction is bound to find expression in differences
of psychical development. ‘Anatomy is Destiny,’ to vary a saying of Napoleon’s”
(1924/1989, pp. 664-665). 

This summary was generated from my perusal of many sources, including Jessica
Benjamin (1988), Mari Jo Buhle (1998), Josephine Donovan (1993), Jane Flax (1990),
Alison Jaggar (1983), Rosemary Tong (1989), and Freud himself in excerpts from “The
Dissolution of the Oedipal Complex,” “Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical
Distinction Between the Sexes,” and “Female Sexuality” (all in Gay, 1989).

2. Freud expanded upon his Oedipal theory of sexual development by explaining that in
‘moral,’ ‘civilized’ man the taboo desires to possess one’s mother (incest) and kill one’s
father (homicide) and usurp his authority and possessions (cannibalism) are repressed in
the unconscious id. And behind or underneath these reside two primary human drives–sex
(eros) and death. These primary drives are therefore the origins of the three taboo desires
of civilized man–incest (sex), homicide (death), and cannibalism (sex and death)–which
need to remain neatly tucked way and repressed in the unconscious (excerpts from Totem
and Taboo, The Ego and the Id, and Moses and Monotheism in Gay, 1989).

3. Mari Jo Buhle (1998) discusses how Chodorow unwittingly offered support for cultural
feminists’ essentialist beliefs about women’s ‘natural’ relational skills.

4. Others who emphasized the negative effects of motherhood, especially on daughters,
included Nancy Friday, in the best-selling My Mother/My Self (1977), and Judith Arcana,
Our Mother’s Daughters (1979). Feminist scholar Jane Flax (1978) further argued that the
pre-Oedipal relations between mothers and daughters contributed to the infighting
between (younger) radical and (older) liberal feminists within the women’s movement and
between feminist and anti-feminist women.

5. Jacques Lacan, like Freud and others, believed that for a child to learn how to function
in the world, he must develop a sense of self and identity and learn the rules of society.
But for Lacan, the acquisition of self and identity involves entering the symbolic world of
language and learning all its constituent rules that pre-exist the child, thus requiring the
child to learn his place in relation to this discursive “symbolic order.” According to Lacan,
a child is born into an imaginary (pre-Oedipal) realm in which, at first, the child has no self
apart from the world, including his mother. But then, upon seeing his self reflected in his
mother (the mirror stage), he recognizes that in order to have his own self, there must be
others from whom he can differentiate his self. Thus, when a boy enters the phallic
Oedipal stage, he still desires his mother but begins to recognize her as an Other and
therefore must separate from the Otherness that she represents if he is to have a self. Then,
in seeking the symbolic means through which he might both attain selfhood and satisfy his
continued desire for the mother, the boy recognizes that he can identify with the
“phallus”–the “master signifier” in the symbolic order–which his father possesses. By
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possessing the phallus, the boy consequently internalizes the “Name-Of-The-Father”–the
patriarchal world of language–thereby learning his place in the symbolic order relative to
the Other. 

When a girl enters the phallic Oedipal stage, she too recognizes her mother’s
Otherness and thus also desires to possess the phallus to both develop an individual self
and satisfy her mother’s desire for the phallus. But having to acknowledge that she, like
her mother, does not, and cannot, possess the phallus, she must then recognize her
mother’s Otherness in her self. Thus, the girl’s self becomes the Other. Upon
acknowledging her own Otherness, a girl must then learn that she does not have a place
within the symbolic order; she will always be an Other, repressed, marginalized.
Explaining the significance of the phallus and boys’ and girls’ different relations to it,
Lacan (1977/1994) wrote, “The demand for love can only suffer from a desire whose
signifier is alien to it. If the desire of the mother is the phallus, the child wishes to be the
phallus in order to satisfy that desire. . . . [O]ne may, simply by reference to the function
of the phallus, indicate the structures that will govern the relations between the sexes” (p.
43, italics orig.).

This summary was derived from several sources, including Jane Gallop (1982),
Elizabeth Grosz (1990), Andrea Nye (1988), Rosemary Tong (1989), and Elizabeth
Wright (2000).

6. Jacques Derrida argued that the symbolic world of language is not a closed system of
meanings. Rather, as Christopher Norris (1991) explains, Derrida believed there is always
‘slippage’ or a ‘gap’ between the language we use (the signifier; e.g., “tree”) and that to
which our language refers (the signified; e.g., the green and brown thing that grows
outside). Therefore, there are no absolutes in language, no singular meaning of any sign,
word, or concept. This gap or slippage, what Derrida called différance, also exposes that
language relies on relational differences or dualities (e.g., masculine/feminine, self/other,
homosexual/heterosexual, East/West, black/white) in which something only has meaning
in relation to what it is not. Thus, as Derrida contended, any theory that posits an absolute
truth about something, or any discourse that suggests the singular presence of something,
that which is absolute or present is always concealing the absent referent on which it
depends for existence and meaning. 

Derrida’s project of deconstruction was therefore intended to demonstrate that
theories and discourses founded upon absolutes collapse when their dualities are exposed.
Moreover, because language is symbolic and, as Saussure had proposed, its relationship to
the objects to which it refers is arbitrary (e.g., “cat” might just as well refer to the green
and brown thing that grows outside), so too is the subjectivity that is created in relation to
the symbolic order of language. Although Lacan (1977/1994) contended that there is no
way out of the world of language whether one becomes a phallic subject or an Other-ed
object, he recognized that the rules that structure a language system are arbitrary (i.e., “the
chain of materially unstable elements that constitutes language” are thus not fixed, p. 40).
But, from Lacan’s account, as long as the rules of language are patriarchal, the results will
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be as he described.

7. It is believed that radical feminists tried to discredit liberal feminist Gloria Steinem by
claiming that the magazine she had founded, Ms., was a CIA front for promoting the less
threatening ideas of liberal feminism (see Echols, 1989, pp. 265-268; Ryan, 1992, pp. 69-
70).

8. Whereas, for example, a three-minute scene of sexual ‘tension’ between Marlon Brando
and Vivian Leigh had to be removed from A Streetcar Named Desire before exhibition in
1951, Brando was nominated for an Academy Award for his nude and sexually aggressive
role in 1972's Last Tango in Paris, the film that The New Yorker’s Pauline Kael (1994)
applauded for making the “strongest impression on me in almost twenty years of
reviewing” (p. 456). 

9. Inspired by Lacan, Althusser, and Barthes, male film theorists such as Bellour, Baudry,
and Metz began to theorize the role of the cinematic apparatus in creating subjects
complicit in relation to dominant ideologies. Rather than criticizing women’s oppression,
however, their reliance upon psychodynamic theories of female sexuality encouraged them
to conclude that cinematic representations of women were ‘normal.’ They saw the
technical and social features of the visual medium of cinema as an apparatus through
which psychological processes are dramatized and repeated for spectators’ pleasure.
Therefore, cinematic representations of the female body and the threatening or impeding
nature of female sexuality are theorized as analogous to ‘real’ men’s psychological
processes of detaching from the threatening female body.
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CHAPTER 4: REPRODUCTION, RELIGION, & ROSEMARY’S BABY

To call 1968 a “memorable” year would be an understatement; “momentous” is

more like it. Events of that year–the Tet offensive in Vietnam, the anti-war protests at the

Democratic National Convention in Chicago, the student demonstrations in France and

across the globe, the election of Richard Nixon, the assassinations of Martin Luther King,

Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, and so on–often define the tumultuous decade of the 1960s

and continue to inform debates about politics and culture. On the twenty-fifth anniversary

of 1968, Barbara Ehrenreich (1993) assessed, “It was the best of times or, depending on

your political and philosophical outlook, one of the foulest and most depraved” (p. 74).

Just a year after the sex- and drug-infused “summer of love,” and just a year before the

Manson Family turned murderous, 1968 was a turning point in so many ways. As

Ehrenreich notes, in 1968 the socialist Old Left and anti-communist Old Right no longer

only had to contend with each other; both scorned the complete anti-authoritarian agenda

of the New Left, which in turn instigated the conservative “traditional values” agenda of

the New Right. Ehrenreich further points out that the divisiveness of 1968 still

reverberates because “It wasn’t only a left-right thing. ‘68 reconfigured all the categories

and tore up the political maps. . . . Yes, the social movements that climaxed in ‘68 were a

‘New Left,’ but only in the sense that, say, Rosemary’s Baby (1968) was just a new

member of the family.”

Though just a passing reference, Ehrenreich’s (1993) mention of the film

Rosemary’s Baby alongside the pivotal events of 1968, and then her concluding remark

about how the year’s rebelliousness “helped inspire the worldwide feminist movement” (p.

74), convey the volatility and complexity of the historical context in which both

Rosemary’s Baby and second-wave feminism were born. As I discuss in this chapter,

Rosemary’s Baby and the women’s movement didn’t just appear around the same time;

they each confronted and became entangled within a web of competing ideologies about

reproduction, marriage, and motherhood. My purpose here, then, is to explore various

discourses which shaped the context in which the film and feminism were received and
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negotiated. As David Skal (1993) argues in his analysis of Rosemary’s Baby and 1970s

films featuring monstrous offspring, “one good horror image may communicate more

about modern reproductive ambivalence than a dozen formulaic abortion-rights debates”

(p. 303). 

Opinions about Rosemary’s Baby have changed over the past forty years. Whereas

initial assessments of the film’s artistic merit were evenly split, with some (e.g., Simon,

1971) disparaging it as “trashy,” Rosemary’s Baby has since become a respectable classic,

ranking ninth on the American Film Institute’s (2002) list of the most thrilling American

films, and its director, Roman Polanski, an Academy Award winner. Since the mid-1980s,

scholars have also taken an increased interest in the film. Notably, the longer it is around

the more ‘feminist’ and the more relevant to abortion discourse some think it is. Recently,

Karyn Valerius (2005) argued that abortion rights advocates might even appeal to

Rosemary’s Baby’s “attention to the parasitic physiological relations between every fetus

and a pregnant woman” (p. 131) in order to “confront pro-life arguments that from

conception a fetus is a human life and therefore a person endowed with rights” (p. 132).  1

While it may be tempting to label Rosemary’s Baby a ‘feminist’ or ‘pro-choice’

text in light of the pro-life movement’s victories over the past four decades, doing so plays

a bit fast and loose with history. The chronological convergence of Rosemary’s Baby’s

release and the emergence of second-wave feminism does seem to invite their articulation;

indeed, it is what first motivated this chapter. Yet, an analysis of the early critical

reception of Rosemary’s Baby reveals that not one of over two dozen reviewers ever

mentioned the word “abortion” or “feminism.” When we consider the history that I

reviewed in Chapter 2, this silence makes sense. The second-wave women’s movement did

not receive national media attention until New York Radical Women protested the Miss

America pageant in September 1968–three months after Rosemary’s Baby’s release.

Moreover, Redstockings’ speak-out on abortion did not make the issue ‘public’ until

February 1969. Until then, and for some time after, abortion was a taboo subject

(Dubriwny, 2005; Shulman, 1980; Tribe, 1990). 
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This, however, should not suggest that no connection be made between

Rosemary’s Baby and second-wave feminism. On the contrary, although the precise timing

of events makes questionable any claims that feminism influenced the film (e.g.,

Berenstein, 1990), that the film and feminism emerged within a shared historical context

makes the film even more helpful for understanding what discourses feminism had to

confront. About half of the film’s early reviewers commented on Rosemary’s miserable

pregnancy or marriage. Of these, while a few expressed ideas that sounded somewhat

feminist, others expressed the same sexist notions which feminists soon fought. Many of

the later scholarly interpretations of Rosemary’s Baby have addressed the issue of

reproduction. But the second theme within the film’s early critical reception–religion–has

barely been addressed. This is an odd omission given not only the film’s overt references

to religion and the religious rationale for the characters’ actions, but also the tremendous

changes taking place within the Catholic Church at the time of Rosemary’s Baby release.

Moreover, as I noted in Chapter 2, radical feminists such as Ti-Grace Atkinson

provocatively and profanely condemned the Church for enslaving women. The failure to

acknowledge the importance of religion in Rosemary’s Baby has resulted, I believe, in a

failure to recognize Rosemary’s double-bind with regard to pregnancy and maternity.

Similarly, second-wave feminists, who have been roundly criticized for their universalizing

rhetoric, often failed to account for and engage those women who held traditional beliefs,

thereby ignoring their ambivalence and double-binds with regard to reproduction and

motherhood as well. Although a handful of scholars have recognized discursive

connections between Rosemary’s Baby and the feminist movement, I contend that what

binds feminism and the film together are reproduction and religion. As those who continue

to fight for women’s complete reproductive freedom should be aware, religious beliefs

have always affected real women’s attitudes and practices with regard to fertility,

pregnancy, and maternity.

Rosemary’s Baby & Its Initial Reception

William Castle, creator of gimmicky horror movies such as The Tingler (1959) and
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13 Ghosts (1960), bought the rights to Ira Levin’s novel Rosemary’s Baby when it was

still in galley form with the hope of producing and directing a film version for Paramount

(McCarthy, 1984). But when the novel sold millions of copies after its publication in the

spring of 1967,  Paramount’s production head, Robert Evans, opted for the young and2

controversial Roman Polanski, who had received some attention for Repulsion (1965) and

Cul-de-sac (1966), to both write and direct Rosemary’s Baby in order to “give a dark,

medieval-European look to an innocent-looking American story” (Hamilton, 1968, p. 92).

Castle remained as producer and later reported in his autobiography (as cited in Skal,

1993) receiving hate mail after the film’s U.S. release on June 12, 1968, such as:

“Rosemary’s Baby is filth and YOU will die as a result. Lover of Satan, Purveyor of Evil,

you have sold your soul. Die. Die. Die” (p. 294, emphases orig.).

Faithfully adapted from the novel, the film tells the story of a young married

couple, Guy and Rosemary Woodhouse (John Cassevetes and Mia Farrow), who in 1965

move into the Bramford apartment house in Manhattan, despite their friend Hutch’s

(Maurice Evans) warning that the building has had a “high incidence of unpleasant

happenings.”  Rosemary, a wispy and sweetly accommodating lapsed-Catholic, wants3

nothing more than to start a family in their new home, while Guy, a struggling stage and

commercial actor, is more concerned about his career. And although Rosemary quickly

tires of their nosy and eccentric elderly neighbors, Roman and Minnie Castevet (Sidney

Blackmer and Ruth Gordon), Guy befriends them and, almost instantly, his career

blossoms after a rival actor’s sudden blindness. Guy also becomes more enthusiastic about

having a baby, even tracking Rosemary’s menstrual cycle for the best “baby nights.” 

On one such night, Rosemary, after eating some of Minnie’s chocolate “mouse,”

becomes woozy and, in a half-conscious hallucinatory state, believes that she is nude

aboard a yacht for “Catholics only.” She walks below deck, lie on a bed, and is surrounded

by other naked people who paint her body and tie down her arms and legs. She then thinks

she’s having sex with Guy, but upon looking into the yellow eyes of “something inhuman,”

she screams, “This is no dream. This is really happening!” A pillow quickly covers
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Rosemary’s face and as she turns her head asks for forgiveness from a man dressed in

papal garb. The next morning, Rosemary tells Guy about her strange “dream.” After

noticing scratches on her body, however, she’s appalled when Guy claims that, though she

had passed out from drunkenness, he “didn’t want to miss baby night.” Yet, upon a later

visit to Dr. Hill (Charles Grodin), Rosemary is thrilled to learn she is pregnant. 

At the Castevets’ insistence, however, Rosemary becomes the patient of Abe

Sapirstein (Ralph Bellamy), an eminent obstetrician who recommends that she consume

one of Minnie’s herbal drinks everyday and avoid reading books and listening to friends’

advice about pregnancy. Yet, Rosemary’s pregnancy is fraught with misery and, with a

newly cropped Vidal Sassoon hairdo, Rosemary becomes sickly and ghostly emaciated.

When her old friend Hutch visits, he is startled by her appearance and becomes suspicious

of the Castevets; a few days later, he mysteriously slips into a coma. And when

Rosemary’s young female friends see her at a party, they too are alarmed and suggest that

she see another doctor. Guy, however, forbids it because it would “not [be] fair to

Sapirstein.” Fortunately, Rosemary’s intense pain subsides, and she spends the next few

months blissfully preparing for the birth of her child. But then, after Hutch dies, she

receives a book, All of Them Witches, that he had left for her. While initially skeptical,

Rosemary becomes convinced that the Castevets are witches out to steal and harm her

baby and, worse, that Guy and Dr. Sapirstein are in on the plan. Frantically, Rosemary

turns to Dr. Hill for help. He seems obliging but instead calls Sapirstein, who threatens to

put Rosemary into a mental hospital if she does not return to the Bramford. She tries to

escape but is restrained and sedated and, in the midst of this chaos, goes into labor. 

Rosemary awakens to learn that her baby has died and, according to Guy, her

earlier suspicions about witchcraft had been caused by the “pre-partum crazies.” But

Rosemary is unconvinced; she hears an infant’s cry through her bedroom wall and the

elderly neighbor-ladies supervising her every move want her breast milk preserved for

some reason. So, Rosemary, with butcher’s knife in hand, enters the Castevets’ apartment,

where she finds an inverted cross dangling above a bassinet shrouded in black. She looks
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at the baby inside, recoils, and in shock and horror, shrieks, “What have you done to it?

What have you done to it’s eyes?” Roman nonchalantly says, “He has his father’s eyes. . . .

Satan is his father, not Guy.” Minnie then explains, “Out of all the women in the whole

world he chose you. He arranged things because he wanted you to be the mother of his

only living son.” Amidst chants of “God is dead” and “Hail Satan,” Rosemary, stunned,

sits down and sobs. When Guy approaches her and reasons that it’s a small price to pay

for his success, and that she hasn’t really been hurt, she spits in his face. But when the

baby, Adrian, starts to cry again, Rosemary, slightly smiling, begins to rock him.

Religion

On June 21, 1968, nine days after the film’s release, The New York Times reported

that the National Catholic Office for Motion Pictures had condemned Rosemary’s Baby,

giving it a “C” rating (“Rosemary’s Baby Given,” 1968), which meant, “To attend the film

was now an official act of venial sin for Catholics, a stain on the soul that could only be

removed by a priest in the confessional” (Skal, 1993, p. 293). Formerly the Legion of

Decency, which had been instrumental in writing and administering the Production Code

(see Chapter 3), the Catholic Office claimed that Rosemary’s Baby’s nudity alone was

enough to warrant condemnation. Indeed, when the film was released in England six

months later, Britain’s Board of Film Censors cut fifteen seconds from the rape scene due

to “elements of kinky sex associated with black magic” (“Rosemary’s Baby Censored,”

1969, p. 35). “Much more serious, however,” the Catholic Office declared, “is the

perverted use of fundamental Christian beliefs, especially surrounding the birth of Christ,

and its mockery of religious persons and practices. The very technical excellence of the

film serves to intensify its defamatory nature” (“RB Given,” p. 45). The day after The

Times report, Louise Sweeney (1968), writing in The Christian Science Monitor, similarly

argued that Rosemary’s Baby “depends on perverse sensationalism for its impact” and

“puts a skilled realism of direction, acting, and photography at the service of a profane

allegory” (p. 6). She concluded, “There is satanic parody in the theme of a woman chosen

to conceive not by man but by the prince of darkness. In short, seeing ‘Rosemary’s Baby,’
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with its black bassinet, is like having someone else’s nightmare inflicted on you” (p. 6).

If “mockery of religious persons” was justification for condemnation, then the

Catholic Office’s action towards Rosemary’s Baby was definitely warranted. According to

Barbara Leaming (1981), Ira Levin intentionally set the story in New York City in 1965 to

coincide with Pope Paul VI’s actual visit. Early in the film, when the Woodhouses are

having dinner with the Castevets, Roman remarks on the Pope’s upcoming trip: “No Pope

ever visits a city where the newspapers are on strike,” to which Minnie replies, “I heard

he’s gonna postpone and wait ‘til it’s over.” “Well,” Guy says, “that’s showbiz.” After a

moment of laughter, Roman declares, “That’s exactly what it is. All the costumes and

rituals. All religions.” When Rosemary expresses a bit of discomfort with the direction of

the conversation, Minnie observes, “Uh, oh, I think we’re offending Rosemary,” and

Roman quickly asks, “You’re not religious, my dear, are you?” Rosemary answers, “Well,

I was brought up a Catholic, now I don’t know.” With regard to the Pope, Roman then

tells Rosemary, “Well now, you don’t need to have respect for him because he pretends to

be holy,” which Guy confirms is a “good point.” After Minnie comments, “When I think

what they spend on robes and jewels,” Roman concludes, “A good picture of the

hypocrisy behind organized religion.” Later in the film then, right before Rosemary passes

out from the drugged chocolate mousse, Guy is watching real televised footage of Pope

Paul’s visit and yells to Rosemary, “Look, it’s the Pope at Yankee Stadium!” Seeing the

drama of the spectacle and the “mobs” at the stadium, he remarks, “That’d be a great spot

for my Yamaha commercial.”

Besides the explicit anti-Catholic dialogue, the film, particularly in Rosemary’s

dreams and hallucinations, provocatively blends Catholic and Satanic images, thereby, in

the words of one critic, “combining the Divine and the Diabolical so germane to

witchcraft” (Murf., 1968, p. 6). Rosemary has her first dream shortly after she moves into

the Bramford and a young woman who had been living with the Castevets jumps out of a

window to her death. In the dream, we see a nun scolding a group of Catholic schoolgirls

for breaking a window, but the nun’s voice is Minnie’s. Later, near the end of the rape
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scene when the man Rosemary perceives to be the Pope offers his ring for her to kiss, we

see that it is the same Satanic amulet that Minnie had given Rosemary earlier. Referring to

this scene in which Rosemary is “brutally impregnated by the Devil,” Look magazine’s

Jack Hamilton (1968) observed, “In the dream, the Pope and John and Jacqueline

Kennedy, as Roman Catholic symbols, counteract the witches of Hell, floating in and out

of Rosemary’s consciousness” (p. 92). Although Beverle Houston and Marsha Kinder

(1968-69) referred to the same symbols, they perceived less counteracting and more

combining: 

In the extraordinarily powerful scene where Rosemary conceives the Son of Satan,
there is a merging of images from at least three mythologies: Satan and the witches
from the demonic, the Pope and Michelangelo’s creation of Adam from traditional
Christianity, and the Kennedyesque yachting captain from the modern myth of
power. (p. 19)

On the yacht, Rosemary asks this ‘Kennedyesque’ captain if Hutch is coming with them,

but he replies, “Catholics only. I wish we weren’t bound by these prejudices but

unfortunately. . . ”; he doesn’t finish the sentence.

For some critics, Rosemary’s blurring of religious images made complete sense

given her ambivalence towards Catholicism. Judith Crist (1968) supposed that Rosemary’s

were “nightmares of a Catholic girlhood denied” (p. 176). As for the rape scene, Colin

McArthur (1968-69) concluded, “It seems a perfectly plausible dream for a guilt-ridden

lapsed Catholic girl to have” (p. 17). Likewise, Margaret Tarratt (1969) posited that

Rosemary “is a doubting Catholic. Her dream fantasies are peopled with nuns and Popes

and are overshadowed by a sense of personal guilt. Characteristically, figures from her

everyday life assume such roles” (p. 92). Referring to the film’s association of Catholicism

with dramatic showiness and the role that the papal figure plays in the rape scene, Tarratt

further stated that Rosemary’s Baby “suggests that the inherent evil in such roles lies

submerged beneath the social surface. Catholicism and witchcraft combine inextricably in

[Rosemary’s] fantasies and are part of the same evil” (p. 93, italics added).

As the Catholic Office and Louise Sweeney had claimed, however, Rosemary’s

Baby’s “perverse” inversion of the New Testament’s story of Christ’s birth–with
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“Rosemary as chosen vessel” for the Satanic messiah (Houston & Kinder, 1968-69, p.

17)–wasn’t the only reason to be concerned about the film; they contended that its

“technical excellence” and “skilled realism” contributed to its blasphemy. Indeed, although

no other critic overtly took offense at the film’s religious themes, many discussed how the

film’s technical realism allowed for the suspension of disbelief, even in witches. According

to Margot Kernan (1969), the characters “look and act like believable USA types” (p.

173). In The New York Times, Renata Adler (1968) described the film as “a highly serious

lapsed-Catholic fable, going on the assumption that God is dead to imagine a Nativity for

the dark powers” (p. 57). But Adler failed to find the film scary because “it is almost too

extremely plausible. The quality of the young people’s lives seems the quality of lives that

one knows, even to the point of finding old people next door to avoid and lean on.”

According to Ian Christie (1969), however, “Polanski shows an increasing ability to evoke

menace and sheer terror in familiar routines (cooking and telephoning, particularly) and

locations—the city streets, telephone kiosks, doctors’ waiting rooms” (p. 95). Houston

and Kinder (1968-69) also believed that the film’s references to real locations and brand

names “suggest that the characters inhabit our world” (p. 18).  After detailing the film’s4

deft use of makeup, costumes, set design, and camera angles, they concluded, “The film is

about a girl who is trapped in a reality which she cannot believe. . . . The irony is that in

this film, Rosemary finally believes the fantastic because Polanski gives it the texture of an

undeniable reality, however bizarre” (p. 17).  Stanley Kauffmann (1968) also praised5

Polanski: “Only a director with wit could have made the witchcraft credible” (p. 41).

Philip Hartung (1968) even instructed the reader of Commonweal to “convince yourself

before you go to ‘Rosemary’s Baby’ that there are such things as witches. Also be

prepared to be scared to death” (p. 384). Reviewer Hollis Alpert (1968), calling

Rosemary’s Baby a “sly, stylish, and ultimately suspenseful film,” asserted that Polanski’s

directorial “convictions about the reality of the [witches]” enabled him to do a better job

than Levin at establishing Rosemary’s fears as justified rather than delusional (p. 49).

Rosemary’s sanity was a contested issue among the film’s early critics. A few, who
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I will discuss in the next section, claimed, just like Rosemary’s husband and doctor, that

she was paranoid, hysterical, and downright crazy at the end due to being pregnant. But a

number of others argued that the film’s unquestioning stance towards Rosemary’s lapsed

Catholicism and the audience’s alignment with Rosemary put the viewer’s own

perceptions of reality and fantasy, and good and evil, on the line. According to Richard

Corliss (1968), Polanski 

shows us the pregnancy of a girl who, having rejected the authority of the Catholic
Church, accepts a belief in the existence of demons and in their control over her
child. Whereas Levin explicated Rosemary’s scruples about leaving the Church,
Polanski leaves them veiled, and so the film seems to share Rosemary’s belief. (p.
969)

Robert Chappetta (1969) also claimed that because the film doesn’t dwell on the

psychological reasons for Rosemary’s lapsed Catholicism, “there is not enough . . . to

justify the conclusion that Rosemary is mad at the end” (p. 38). But in any case, Chappetta

declared, 

The question of Rosemary’s madness is irrelevant. The main appeal of the film for
the audience, the reason why the film was made, the reason why the audiences go
to the film, is to be scared by ‘real’ witches. For the teenage girls, who made up
nearly all the audience the day I saw the film, and who had deeply identified with
Rosemary, it would have been unacceptable if Rosemary were merely paranoid. (p.
37)

At least five reviewers emphasized that the film follows Rosemary’s point of view

and, thus, the “audience becomes solidly aligned behind Miss Farrow, the lone victim of a

conspiracy” (Murf., 1968, p. 6) and is “driven to an intense state of identification with

her” (McArthur, 1968-69, p. 17). According to Christie (1969), “Polanski has dispensed

with the novel’s interior monologue, so that we experience an intense involvement with

Rosemary’s gradual discovery of the plot against her which is shared rather than imposed”

(p. 96, italics orig.). For McArthur (1968-69), this is important because it pulls the

audience “to and fro” to the point where “our capacity to distinguish between appearance

and reality, truth and falsehood, right and wrong, is seriously in doubt” (p. 17). McArthur

acknowledged that “Rosemary’s Baby teases the audience with the possibility that it is a
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study in sexual hysteria” (p. 15) or “pre-parturitional hysteria” (p. 16), but by the time

Rosemary has figured out that Sapirstein and Guy are in on the plot, “the audience

believes completely in Rosemary’s fears; which makes her ‘betrayal’ by Dr. Hill the most

harrowing moment of the film” (p. 17). Houston and Kinder also argued that, because of

the audience’s alignment with Rosemary, when she tries to convince Dr. Hill to believe in

witchcraft,

The audience thus urges belief in witchcraft—a thing which its entire culture calls
unbelievable these days. The audience is in this situation—if Rosemary is mad, if
witchcraft is not real, then the audience has misperceived the entire experience up
to that point also. To doubt her hold on reality is to doubt one’s own. (p. 19)

Houston and Kinder then took their argument further by basically confirming, though not

sharing, the Catholic Office’s worst fears. They contended that by getting the audience to

believe, even if for a moment, in the ‘perverse’ myth of the Satanic messiah, Rosemary’s

Baby demonstrates the tenuous, mythical nature of the story of Christ’s birth:

[The film] treats the [Satanic] myth in such a way that we are forced to accept its
literal truth. Yet at the same time we the audience cannot accept what is being
presented as real, because for centuries we have believed that the birth of the anti-
christ is a detestable lie. Yet the film gives us evidence for its truth that is more
convincing than any evidence on which Christian belief is based. The film is
frightening because it forces us to examine the kinds and bases of belief. We
confront the idea that the Christian myth is certainly no more believable than its
mirror image, and possibly less so. And beyond this, we are also forced to realise
that our mode of believing in Christianity is quite different from the one with which
we perceive ‘real’ things. (p. 17, italics added)

While the frightening effects of Rosemary’s Baby’s realism concerned some critics

(Christian and otherwise), others thought that the film’s representation of witchcraft was

just too incredible to take seriously. Ruth Gordon’s performance as Minnie earned her an

Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress, but at least ten reviewers either thought she

overacted or found her more tedious and annoying than menacing. According to John

Simon (1971), for instance, Gordon was the only “horrifying” aspect of the film, but not in

a good way.  Of those ten, three (Chappetta, 1969; Crist, 1968; “Rosemary’s Baby”6

[Review], 1968) also thought that John Cassevetes’ Guy was too passive and blah to have
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really been capable of selling his soul, or his wife’s body, to the devil.  Some found the7

narrative equally unconvincing. Adler (1968) was “very annoyed” that Rosemary didn’t

catch on to the plot against her sooner and concluded that “it is a little hard to imagine

more than two or three people conspiring in a single pregnancy” (p. 57). In The Nation,

Robert Hatch (1968) complained that the film has “no mystery—you hang around for

almost two hours to discover what is behind all the seeming devil worship, only to

discover that it is devil worship. It won’t wash” (p. 61). And Chappetta (1969), contrary

to those who applauded the film’s realism, argued, “No effort is made to suspend your

disbelief in witches; they are just a ‘given,’ a dramatic assumption never made compelling”

(p. 35; cf. Gilliatt, 1968, p. 88). 

Several like-minded reviewers then criticized not only the film but also the

audiences who did take its representation of witchcraft seriously, including the Catholic

Office and teenage girls. Writing in Esquire, Wilfrid Sheed (1968) first opined, “Movies

are a crude story-telling medium, next to print,” but then sarcastically added that

Polanski’s less-than-scary film is nonetheless “just the way Ira Levin wrote it; a

heartwarming tale of rape, pregnancy and diabolism” (p. 24). Sheed therefore thought that

the Catholic Office had overreacted to the film:

There have been random complaints about the blasphemy in R.’s B. [sic], but you
can’t make any kind of witchcraft movie without breaking icons: sacrilege is the
name of the game. Anyway the only people here with a legitimate gripe would
seem to be certain ancient pagan groups whose divinities actually did dabble in
rape and assorted traveling-salesman tactics. The point of the Christian
version—and whether one accepts it or not, one might as well grant the story’s
intention—is that there was no deceit or lechery involved. So peace, National
Catholic Office for Motion Pictures, and let’s hear no more about it. (p. 28)

Rick Lynn (1968) also glibly noted, “Atheists were offended because the film affirms that

although God may be dead, Satan is not,” and, “Fundamentalist Christians found the film

completely believable, except that any Christian girl would kill herself rather than bear the

spawn of Lucifer” (p. 15). But Lynn, who subtly poked fun at two real cases in which

alleged witches had convinced pregnant women that they were indeed carrying Satan’s

baby, suggested, like Sheed, that witches were the group mostly likely in need of better
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publicity after Rosemary’s Baby. Also referring to rumors about the existence of witches,

Henry Hart (1968) wrote, “I was aware as the film unreeled, that Messrs. Levin and

Polanski were latching on to the witchcraft revival currently being stirred up by perverts,

but I didn’t think the film would make any but the feeble-minded believe in witches” (p.

456). And although Chappetta (1969) dismissed the notion that Rosemary was mad, and

recognized that the audience of teenage girls identified with her, he nevertheless

concluded, “In the end, I seemed to be watching not so much a witch story, but a story

which assumed the madness of the mass of humanity, who . . . still believe in the

prevalence of witches” (p. 38). He remarked that, with its “inversion of conventional

religious beliefs,” “The last scene is parody, and as a lapsed Catholic myself, that is the

level I enjoyed it on” (p. 37).

As this aspect of the early reception of Rosemary’s Baby indicates, the film’s anti-

Catholic dialogue, its merging of religious myths and images, its realism, and its alignment

with Rosemary’s point-of-view prompted official condemnation and critical disagreement

over the film’s merit and intent. Given how publicity works, it is therefore unsurprising

that the Catholic Office’s condemnation had, as Skal (1993) notes, the opposite of its

intended effect and likely contributed to the film’s popularity. Besides the novel’s best-

selling status, the film earned a then-enormous $30 million during its theatrical run

(Wexman, 1985). Later, I will elaborate on why Catholicism remains a crucial, yet often

ignored, discourse to consider for understanding Rosemary’s Baby and its reception. It is

important not only because of the film’s blasphemous content and the Catholic Office’s

condemnation, but because of the Catholic Church’s own internal struggles during the

1960s and its position on issues pertaining to reproduction, which was the other major

theme in the initial reviews of Rosemary’s Baby as well as the primary focus of

subsequent, sometimes feminist, scholarly interpretations of the film.

Pregnancy & Motherhood

Many of the early critics who found Rosemary’s Baby a neither frightening nor

believable tale about religion (Christian or Satanic) claimed that the film was about
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something else or, at least, something more. For Harrison Engle (1968), Rosemary’s Baby

is a “story of modern-day witchcraft,” but in the sense that Polanski “deals with the theme

of people living in a self-contained and self-perpetuating pocket, away from accepted

society” (p. 4). Polanski himself seemed to agree with this interpretation: “I like to shock

bourgeois audiences who cannot accept that other people may be different from them”

(Hamilton, 1968, p. 92). Ira Levin (as cited in Skal, 1993), however, later said in reference

to his novel, “I started with a woman pregnant with something that wasn’t quite right and

eventually came around to the witchcraft” (p. 293). 

Several of the film’s critics similarly perceived that its real subject was not

witchcraft but Rosemary’s pregnancy. Penelope Gilliatt (1968) succinctly noted in The

New Yorker that Rosemary’s Baby “is a horror film about pregnancy” (p. 87), and Time

magazine referred to Rosemary’s as “what must be the most unpleasant pregnancy on

record” and thus the film, “in addition to being superb suspense, is a wicked argument

against planned parenthood” (“Rosemary’s Baby” [Review], 1968, p. 84). Furthermore,

according to Andrew Sarris (1968), 

The beauty of the plot is that it virtually conceals its real subject. On the surface
Rosemary’s Baby seems merely a diabolical reversal of Mary’s Baby, a reversal
made even more flagrantly sacrilegious by Polanski’s God-Is-Dead gaiety. A
Catholic group has bitten on the bait by condemning the film though probably
more for the director’s deftness with nudity than for his disrespect for the
Sacraments. Many critics have missed the point of the story because of their
prejudice against melodrama as a meaningful dramatic form, a prejudice
traditionally diagnosed as the anti-Hitchcock syndrome. (p. 37 )

Yet, just as critics differed in their interpretations of the film’s religious themes, they held

very different views with regard to ‘the point’ of Rosemary’s pregnancy. While some,

including Sarris, thought that the film conveyed a clever if not powerful social message

about pregnancy, others considered it, in Hatch’s (1968) words, an “unusually pointless

picture” (p. 61).

Two different perspectives emerged from those reviews which addressed the

sympathy, or lack thereof, that the film afforded Rosemary during her pregnancy. On the

one hand, three male reviewers praised Mia Farrow’s performance because of her
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believable suffering, which they rather seemed to enjoy. Kauffmann (1968), writing in The

New Republic, thought that Farrow “flounders at first” because of her “sheer

unattractiveness, as well as inadequacy,” but argued that “When she becomes the

emaciated, trapped victim of a mystery with comic overtones, she gets much better” (p.

26; cf. Hartung, 1968). Chappetta (1969), conveying a noticeably paternalistic attitude,

concluded that in addition to the film’s humorous moments, “Farrow’s performance is the

main asset of the film; she is a sympathetically attractive heroine, so innocent and

vulnerable one wants to protect her; yet she manages to project all this without being

affectedly feminine. . . . Her haircut makes her look like a precocious child” (p. 37).

Corliss (1968) further remarked in the National Review that “Polanski had the sense to

concentrate the camera on her fawn face, and let her suffer. Even male members of the

audience may get sympathetic labor pains” (p. 969).8

On the other hand, two female reviewers felt sorry for Rosemary but thought that

the film let her down. Penelope Gilliatt (1968) and Judith Crist (1968) each favored

Levin’s novel over Polanski’s film because the former delved more into the characters’

motivations and the existence of everyday evil. Crist, who argued that Polanski’s script

“overlooks character for effect, disastrously,” described Farrow’s Rosemary as a “baby-

doll victim, and a monotonous one at that” (p. 176). And rather than encouraging the

audience to pray for “poor dear put-upon Mia Farrow, that soft-eyed skinny little wisp of

womanhood,” Crist concluded that “Polanski has failed us” by encouraging viewers to, as

the film’s tagline urges, “Pray for Rosemary’s Baby” instead. Gilliatt, who similarly

characterized Rosemary as “a nice, bird-brained mooner well played by Mia Farrow” (p.

88), claimed that Polanski “throws away the most fruitful part of the story, which is the

theme of a boring, amiable girl who can’t get anyone to believe what she is saying”

because he “never makes her position look anything but hopeless” (p. 89). Colin

McArthur (1968-69) similarly believed, “Polanski’s vision is profoundly pessimistic.

Exploring man’s sexuality he finds humiliation, betrayal, violence and madness. It is fitting

that the only birth in the Polanski canon should bring forth the child of Satan” (p. 17).9
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But unlike McArthur’s serious take on the rape scene in which the child is conceived,

Gilliatt contended, “The scene is clever and startling. It is also deeply revolted by the flesh,

and as sodden by the sense of sin as any in modern cinema. Not that Polanski means a

moment of it. I take him more seriously when he’s openly fooling around with us” (p. 89).

Ultimately, then, Gilliatt declared Polanski’s “exercise in Gynecological Gothic” to be a

“rather trivial and slaphappy piece of work” (p. 89). 

Two others agreed that Rosemary’s Baby was generally a waste of time, but they

did so precisely because the film was about a pregnant woman. Calling the film a “chic

disappointment,” Robert Hatch (1968) half-heartedly referred to Rosemary’s predicament

as “unfortunate” and offered a sarcastic “obstetrical note: a woman has a miserable time

carrying the Devil’s spawn. Miss Farrow wastes away, turns greenish white, and suffers a

steady, excruciating pain in the abdomen” (p. 61). He then interpreted why Rosemary

mistakenly thinks until the end that the witches are trying to harm her baby: “Being

pregnant and therefore not as clear-minded as usual, she gets its slightly wrong” (p. 61,

italics added). Moreover, rather than characterizing the impregnation scene as a ‘rape’ as

most of the reviewers did, Hatch complained that he didn’t leave the theater “in a very

content mood on being told that Satan has been having an extra-marital fling at the

Dakota” (p. 61). Reviewer Henry Hart (1968), who like Chappetta (1969) referenced

Farrow’s short hair, also flippantly dismissed Rosemary’s trauma and attributed her fears

to her being a neurotic pregnant woman: “[Farrow’s] other-sex hairdo suits the role and

she is otherwise convincing as the kind of neurotic who has ‘difficult’ pregnancies and

whose babies are flawed, or may even die” (p. 456). Hart then not only elaborated upon

Rosemary’s neurosis, he ridiculed viewers who thought that Rosemary’s Baby was

seriously about witches:

[I]n the main I thought I was seeing merely an elucidation of pregnancy-insanity,
and the film’s very clumsy ending seemed to me to deal with nothing more
irrational than the post-natal madness of a woman whose new-born baby has just
died. To my surprise, I have since encountered people who allege Rosemary’s
Baby is not about the delusions women nurture before and after they give birth,
but is actually, and seriously, about witches. (p. 456, italics added)
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Hart’s assessment suggests two points. First, with regard to what he called “the

film’s very clumsy ending” and Rosemary’s “post-natal madness,” Rosemary’s slight smile

and gentle rocking of the black bassinet implies that she actually might, as Roman

Castevet urges, “Be a real mother to Adrian.” So, was Rosemary mad? Was she

compelled by maternal instinct? Or, was the conclusion a deliberate attempt to show the

danger and absurdism of compulsory motherhood? There was little consensus among

reviewers as to what the film’s final sequence meant, with them seeing it as either

unbelievable, ambivalent, natural, or critical. After seeing the film for a second time,

science-fiction writer Ray Bradbury (1969) declared, with frustration, “The truth is I

simply do not believe or accept the ending of Rosemary’s Baby. . . . On a purely paranoid

level, the woman would have to kill someone: her husband, a neighbor who poisoned her,

a doctor who lied to her, or the baby itself” (p. 10). A shocked and put-upon person in

Rosemary’s situation would not simply, Bradbury claimed, “sit down amidst panic to rock

nightmare” (p. 10).  But according to another reviewer, there is “artful ambivalence in her10

affection for the child after the shock has passed” (Murf., 1968, p. 6). Kauffmann (1968),

however, described Rosemary’s behavior as “her acceptance – out of irresistible mother

instinct – of her diabolic infant son” (p. 26). In Tarratt’s (1969) scholarly assessment in

Screen, she similarly stated that Rosemary is “compelled by maternal instinct to assume

her role as mother” (p. 91). But whereas Kauffmann seemed to take this ‘instinct’ literally,

Tarratt proposed that Rosemary is compelled to assume her maternal role (as Roman

urged, “Just be a mother to your baby”) by society–the same society that calls Rosemary’s

clear and accurate perception of events delusional and mentally ill, as Dr. Sapirstein and

Guy, and I would add reviewers Hatch and Hart, had done. According to Tarratt,

Rosemary’s acceptance of her maternal role therefore “suggests the deep layer of horror

concealed beneath the surface veneer of the habitual and socially acceptable. Both are

concerned with the inadequacy of glib psycho-analytic jargon, ever ready to rationalize the

unmentionable when it begins to obtrude” (p. 94). 

As for the second point, while other reviewers agreed with Hart (1968) that
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Rosemary’s Baby was not actually about witches, they perceived the film as neither trivial

nor an elucidation of “pregnancy-insanity.” Indeed, although the film’s initial reviewers

never mentioned a women’s movement or “feminism,” a handful did see issues in the film

that were just beginning to become issues for second-wave radical feminists. Ian Christie

(1969) characterized Rosemary’s Baby as a “study of a lonely, frightened woman’s

struggle to retain her sanity” (p. 95). But for Christie, because this struggle was “shared

rather than imposed,” “it is the audience which is under pressure” (p. 96, italics orig.). He

claimed that the film “is less an exercise in demonstrating the circumstantial and

psychological credibility of witchcraft and more a probing of the audience’s fears and

beliefs” (p. 96). “Consequently,” Christie concluded, “what matters in the end is not

whether we have been ‘convinced’ of the possibility of urban witchcraft, but that our most

inarticulate fears and fantasies about marriage, birth, and especially old age, have been

exposed in the web of evil surrounding Rosemary” (p. 96). Christie was the only reviewer

to specifically identify marriage as an issue in the film. However, Hamilton (1968) did

characterize Farrow’s Rosemary as “the besieged heroine, fighting off her worst enemy,

husband John Cassavetes” (p. 91), and Tarratt (1969) described Guy as an “arch-

hypocrite, acting the convincing role of sincere young husband” (p. 92). Tarratt also stated

with regard to the film’s rape scene, “There is no conflict between believing in the

‘rational’ explanation that Guy himself has raped her or in Roman’s assertion that Satan is

the child’s father. In a metaphysical sense Guy is identical with Satan” (p. 93).

Sarris (1968) also believed that Rosemary’s Baby had the power to terrify

audiences, “particularly women.” Similar to Tarratt (1969), Sarris addressed how other

characters in the film dismiss Rosemary’s suspicions as delusions. Yet, he was the only

reviewer to really touch upon how Rosemary is also used and controlled by those

characters throughout the film:

What is frightening about Rosemary’s condition is her suspicion that she is being
used by other people for ulterior purposes. She has no family of her own to turn
to, but must rely on a husband who seems insensitive to her pain, neighbors who
seem suspiciously solicitous, a doctor whose manner seems more reassuring than
his medicine, and a world that seems curiously indifferent to her plight. When she
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tells her story to a disinterested doctor, he dismisses it as pure paranoia as most
doctors would if a pregnant woman walked into their office and told them the plot
of “Rosemary’s Baby.” (p. 37)

Sarris’ review clearly differs from those that either ignored or belittled Rosemary’s

situation and indeed resonates with feminist discourses. As I explained in Chapters 2 and

3, a fundamental demand of second-wave feminists was that women should be allowed to

control their own lives and bodies–something Rosemary couldn’t do. Sarris also identified

that “two universal fears run through ‘Rosemary’s Baby,’ the fear of pregnancy,

particularly as it consumes personality, and the fear of a deformed offspring with all the

attendant moral and emotional complications” (p. 37, italics added). Although Renata

Adler (1968) briefly remarked that Rosemary’s Baby may be a story about a woman’s

desire to know “what am I really pregnant with,” Sarris was, again, the only reviewer to

mention the subject of deformity. This is important because, as I shall discuss in the next

section, Rosemary’s was not the first ‘monstrous’ baby born in the 1960s.

Later Scholarly Interpretations

Given the film’s well-known cast and creators, its financial success, the

controversy surrounding it, not to mention its rich subject matter, it is not surprising that

Rosemary’s Baby has received a fair amount of scholarly attention over the years. Many

(e.g., Waller, 1987) have credited Rosemary’s Baby and George Romero’s Night of the

Living Dead (also 1968) as ushering in the post-Production Code era of modern horror.11

If Romero’s film opened the door for the horde of cannibal and zombie movies that

followed, then Rosemary’s Baby inspired the birth of a host of other monstrous or

demonic cinematic offspring, including The Exorcist (1973), It’s Alive (1974), The Omen

(1976), Carrie (1976), Halloween (1978), Alien (1979), and The Brood (1979). Scholars

have expressed various opinions as to what these films, both individually and collectively,

say about women and children and why they appeared during the 1970s. 

Much of the more recent scholarly work on Rosemary’s Baby picks up where

Christie (1969), Sarris (1968), and Tarratt (1969) left off, with the film’s representations

of reproduction and motherhood. We can categorize this literature into two groups. The
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first, and largest, argues that Rosemary’s Baby and films from the 1970s and ‘80s which

featured evil children reflected the threat that women and children posed to the nuclear

family during the 1960s, and/or expressed society’s anxieties about pregnancy, maternity,

and the abject female body. The second group offers a more contextual understanding of

Rosemary’s Baby by articulating it to 1960s discourses about birth control, therapeutic

abortion, and the increasing surveillance of the private sphere, including the female body.

My purpose for reviewing subsequent scholarly interpretations of Rosemary’s Baby is

twofold. They are helpful because they tell us more about the salient contextual discourses

at the time Rosemary’s Baby was produced and received. But written when they were,

after the fall of second-wave feminism, they are also part of the continuing reception of

the film and thus offer clues as to how its reception has changed–to one now more intent

on seeing the film through the lens of feminism and its issues rather than religious

discourse.

Family & Maternal Horror

Ray Narducy (1985, as cited in Berenstein, 1990) finds that Rosemary’s Baby set

the stage for the “child-as-evil” theme in 1970s horror films and proposes that these films

may have been a “cultural reaction to the radical, protesting ‘children’ of the 1960s” (p.

56). For several scholars, the evil-child image was precisely such due to its threat to the

patriarchal nuclear family. In Robin Wood’s (1979) influential work, in which he combines

Marxism and psychoanalysis and then applies the result to the horror film, he observes,

“Since Rosemary’s Baby children have figured prominently in horror films as the monster

or its medium” (p. 11). The monster, Wood contends, represents the “return of the

repressed” (p. 13) and, as such, “normality is threatened by the Monster” (p. 14). With the

“Terrible Child” as monster, Wood thus states that “the family horror film . . . gains

impetus with Rosemary’s Baby” (p. 17). James Twitchell (1985) also calls Rosemary’s

Baby the “immediate incubating text” for the spate of 1970s horror films in which there

was a “child systematically brutalizing the loving parent” (p. 300) and claims that part of

the reason why these films were both frightening and successful was because they
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threatened something close to people: “Unless there is a family circle to breach, there is

little hope for long-lasting shivers” (p. 260). Likewise, Rhona Berenstein (1990), referring

to Rosemary’s Baby, finds that “the monster in this film both emerges from and in

opposition to the nuclear family” (p. 60).

According to Vivian Sobchack (1986), the evil-child figure particularly threatened

the father’s authoritarian role in the traditional nuclear family, thereby prompting the

father himself to become monstrous. Sobchack explains that contrary to the nineteenth-

century mythology of the helpless child–in whose promise, innocence, and obedience

fathers could ‘plant their seeds’ for the future (i.e., ensure their patrilineage)–“the youth

movements and drug culture of the late sixties and early seventies” showed that children

were neither helpless nor obedient (p. 12). Because these ‘problem’ children represented

the disintegration of the idealized bourgeois 1950s family and the “weakening of

patriarchal authority” (p. 10), cinematic fathers increasingly expressed the frustration and

rage over men’s loss of control: “as patriarchy is challenged, as more and more ‘families’

no longer conform in structure, membership, and behavior to the standards set by

bourgeois mythology, the horror film plays out the rage of a paternity denied the economic

and political benefits of patriarchal power” (p. 14). In the case of Rosemary’s Baby, Guy

is not even the father of the titular child. Sobchack thus claims, “we can see in Rosemary’s

Baby the radical beginning of patriarchal failure: of paternity refused, denied, abandoned,

hated; of patriarchy simultaneously terrified and terrorizing in the fact [sic] of its

increasing impotence; of patriarchy maddened by a paradoxical desire for its own

annihilation” (p. 14).  So, although the evil child threatens the father’s authority in horror12

films such as Rosemary’s Baby and, later, The Fury (1978) and The Shining (1980), the

father’s attempt to destroy the child, or in Guy Woodhouse’s case simply disavow it, in

order to restore the family to its ‘natural order,’ suggests to Sobchack that “their mutual

project has been (and still is) aggressively regressive and conservative” and “plays out a

single patriarchal narrative” (p. 31).13

While others also recognize the evil-child motif in 1970s era horror films, they
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contend that the real threat within these films comes not from the monstrous children but

from their monstrous mothers. Jonathan Crane (1994) writes, “In the late 1960s and

1970s, there is a return to the domestic scene. . . . Rosemary’s Baby is particularly

noteworthy as evil appears in perhaps the most domestic space of all: the womb” (p. 69).

As I summarized in Chapter 3, Julia Kristeva (1982) discussed how patriarchal discourses

have historically constructed the female body as abject–impure, vulnerable, and irrational

due to its periodic discharge of fluids, susceptibility to penetration, and ability to

incorporate other bodies. Accordingly, as William Paul (1994) sees it, starting with

Rosemary’s Baby and “its vision of female reproduction as a source of terror,” in 1970s

horror films, “Children are objects of dread and loathing because they emerge from the

woman’s body” (p. 281, italics added). Relying heavily upon Kristeva, Barbara Creed, in

The Monstrous-Feminine (1993), identifies seven archetypes of female monsters,

including the archaic mother (e.g., Alien, 1979), the monstrous mother (e.g., Psycho,

1960), and the monstrous womb (e.g., The Brood, 1979).  For Linda Badley (1996),14

then, “The monstrous feminine was the true subject of Ira Levin’s Rosemary’s Baby” (p.

9).

Rhona Berenstein (1990) likewise declares that Rosemary’s Baby is a “potent”

example of “the horrifying status of motherhood in American patriarchal culture” (p. 55).

Berenstein also relies upon psychoanalytic and cultural feminists’ post-Freudian (yet still

essentialist) theories about men’s resentment and envy towards women’s reproductive

capabilities (see Chapter 3 herein). She writes, “I think that images of women can be said

to evoke a more generalized and not so rigidly psychoanalytic anxiety i.e. the threat of

female empowerment grounded not in what she lacks but in what she possesses

(reproductive powers)” (p. 67). But Berenstein then briefly speculates that Rosemary’s

Baby may not have been only an expression of men’s fear of women’s reproductive

powers; the film, she conjectures, may have been a reaction to feminism:

[T]his film may also reflect the emerging feminist movement in North America
(and Europe) in the late 60s. The film can, thus, also be read as a kind of manifest
illustration of patriarchal paranoia regarding women’s shifting social roles i.e. the
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effort to maintain their status as mothers-par-excellence, while the supremacy and
desirability of that role was in a process of dissolution or upheaval. In addition to a
concern with (the impossibility of) keeping women “in their place,” the mother-
monster alignment of Rosemary’s Baby may also suggest the magnitude of the
threat of empowerment offered by the women’s movement at the time i.e. beyond
the reproductive realm. (p. 67)

As I mentioned at the outset of this chapter, however, such suppositions are

somewhat specious considering there wasn’t really a visible feminist movement to

“reflect” when Rosemary’s Baby was released in 1968, let alone when the novel was

published in 1967. Still, Berenstein’s comment does point to the early rumblings of the

women’s movement and the reasons why it emerged. Gregory Waller (1987) interprets the

film this way: “Rosemary’s Baby tells us of an isolated, justifiably paranoid woman who

attempts to become more independent from traditional (which is to say, male,

paternalistic, socially validated) sources of protection and strength” (p. 5). David Hogan

(1986) also states generally, “Rosemary’s Baby concerns itself less with motherhood than

with the role of women in contemporary society” (p. 19), and concludes, 

Rosemary’s Baby is a wicked parody of middle-class domesticity and sexual role
playing. . . . Rosemary has been victimized and objectified. Her sexuality has been
turned against her in a hellish manner, and she ceases to exist as a person. She
becomes a mere vessel, a bearer of a male conceit. Most chilling of all is the
implied notion that she is merely fulfilling her destiny. She was built for such work.
Rosemary’s final descent into numb passivity is awful only because it has such
basis in truth. (p. 80, italics added)

Similar to Berenstein (1990), Lucy Fischer (1992/1996) refers to Rosemary’s Baby

as the “movie that heralds both the birth of horror and the horror of birth in the modern

cinema” (p. 413). But Fischer approaches it differently: “I will read the film against the

grain, for its utterance of women’s private experience of parturition” (p. 415, italics

added). Fischer contends, “Though the film is certainly an odious fable of parturition, it is

also a skewed ‘documentary’ of the societal and personal turmoil that has regularly

attended female reproduction” (p. 413, italics added). Not unlike when Hogan (1986)

refers to the “truth” of Rosemary’s situation, Fischer sees Rosemary’s Baby less as an

example of men’s fears about reproduction and more as an illustration of women’s
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anxieties about it (cf. Diski, 1995). According to Fischer, “much of what passes for

Rosemary’s demented musings are consonant with representations of women’s ordinary

experience of parturition” (p. 419); “The premise of Rosemary’s Baby is that the heroine

gestates a devil-child; but worries of an abnormal fetus are common” (p. 421). Jenny Diski

(1995) similarly reads Rosemary’s Baby as “a classic case study of pre-partum psychosis,

not such a rare thing, and certainly not an entirely unreasonable response to such an

unreasonable situation” (p. 13, italics orig.).  Fischer also relates Rosemary’s gaunt15

appearance in the film to real women’s comments about hating their appearance while

pregnant and claims that many pregnant women feel a “loss of control, a challenge to their

physical and spiritual autonomy” (p. 423) or, as Diski puts it, “impotent.”  Fischer further16

compares Rosemary’s feelings after the coven steals her baby to the post-partum

depression that many mothers feel when hospitals separate them from their babies after

delivery. In short, Fischer contends that pregnancy and childbirth are usually accompanied

by both “bliss and blight” (p. 424). 

For Fischer (1992/1996), then, it is precisely this ambivalence–women’s

ambivalence–about reproduction that is most threatening in Rosemary’s Baby. She writes, 

Patriarchy has its own reasons for eliding female ambivalence. While man has
traditionally imagined the mother as ‘abject’—associated as she is with menstrual
blood and infantile excrement—he rejects the thought that she might find abjection
in him (the beloved child). Such inversion constitutes a narcissistic wound to one
who refuses to see the Other in himself. (p. 421, italics orig.)

But Fischer also astutely observes that

The feminist movement of the 1970s spurred a reconsideration of parturition in
two contradictory ways. On the one hand, reproduction was further glorified by
the proponents of the woman-centered, natural childbirth. . . . On the other hand,
the era saw a lifting of taboos concerning childbirth. (p. 417)

Although the natural childbirth movement had not yet occurred when Rosemary’s Baby

was released, Fischer’s overall argument remains intact: “While contemporary discourse

(be it patriarchal or feminist) has often idealized childbirth and suppressed its disturbing

terrain, the film negotiates the geography that connects these ideological quarters” (p.

427). Fischer further sees Rosemary’s Baby’s ambiguous conclusion as a negotiation:
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On the one hand, this ending can be seen as oppressive. Even in the hands of the
devil, the dominant (Christian) ideology of mothering obtains. From another
perspective the denouement is progressive. Rather than reject the devil-child (the
virtual anti-Christ), Rosemary accepts it, distancing herself from the Catholic
Madonna. (p. 425)

But ultimately, Fischer contends, “In accepting her loathsome progeny. Rosemary

acknowledges her own demons—the fears of motherhood that society wants hushed” (p.

425, italics orig.).

Apart from Fischer’s (1992/1996) description of Rosemary’s ambivalence and a

brief reference to Catholicism, few others have addressed Rosemary’s internal dilemma,

and fewer still have raised the issue of religion. Virginia Wexman (1987) does, however,

recognize, 

Near the end, we feel Rosemary’s entrapment even more powerfully because of the
film’s imagery of imprisonment. . . . Though such images present the heroine as
clearly and unambiguously trapped, we may overlook the question of what is
trapping her. 

The film offers a good deal of evidence that the trap exists within Rosemary
herself. (p. 37, italics orig.)

Like Fischer, Wexman then argues that Rosemary, once pregnant, “finds her body strange

and repulsive” (p. 38) and, after the birth, expresses “an ambivalent hatred/affection

toward the part of her body that is no longer hers” (p. 37). And like Berenstein (1990),

Wexman claims that the other characters, especially Guy, treat Rosemary differently once

she becomes pregnant because “The fears of sexuality and pregnancy . . . are in keeping

with generalized social attitudes” (p. 39). “Yet,” Wexman importantly notes, “social

attitudes per se are not at issue here so much as the more global world view implied by

religious conviction. Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby speaks to the ludicrous nature of all

religious beliefs, for all religions grant the world an unambiguous meaning that the film

wants to deny” (p. 39). Wexman then moves on to discuss, much like the film’s early

reviewers, how Polanski’s skillful direction “satirizes religion throughout the film, by

equating good with evil” (p. 39).

Wexman’s (1987) and the others’ interpretations of Rosemary’s Baby are useful in
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that they connect the film to common (dominant and “hushed”) attitudes and beliefs about

motherhood and the family. Nonetheless, besides generally conveying that pregnancy is

scary and that patriarchy was threatened by women and children in the 1960s, they leave

unanswered many specific questions about reproduction discourses at the time of both the

film’s release and the emergence of second-wave feminism. The next group of scholars,

however, interpret Rosemary’s Baby in terms of its historical context.

Medicalizing Reproduction

As discussed above, a number of scholars have argued that starting with

Rosemary’s Baby in 1968, the evil-child figure in films from the 1970s and ‘80s reflected

the threatening nature of the female body and the horrors of childbirth. But why this

figure, and why then? In other words, what, exactly, happened during the 1960s to

produce the cinematic motif of monstrous wombs and their monstrous offspring? A

handful of scholars interpreting Rosemary’s Baby have pointed to several specific medical

events and technologies–birth defects, prenatal testing, and therapeutic abortion–that both

inspired and contained the horrors associated with the female body and reproduction. In

addition to influencing Rosemary’s Baby, it is important to remember that it was within

this context of 1960s reproduction discourse that second-wave feminism and its demand

for women’s complete reproductive freedom emerged.

As I cited earlier, reviewer Andrew Sarris (1968) remarked that Rosemary’s Baby

tapped into society’s fears of having a “deformed offspring.” Although he offered no

further explanation, perhaps none was needed at the time. David Skal (1993) and Karyn

Valerius (2005) relay in their analyses of Rosemary’s Baby that pregnancy was indeed a

particularly frightening thing in the 1960s. Introduced in the 1950s, Thalidomide was a

tranquilizer prescribed to pregnant women to reduce their anxiety. By 1962, the

devastating consequences of Thalidomide–thousands of babies with missing limbs and

facial deformities–made headlines in forty-six countries (Skal, 1993). Then, in 1963 and

‘64, an outbreak of rubella (German Measles) led to congenital abnormalities in over

20,000 more infants (Valerius, 2005). As Skal puts it, the 1960s womb became a site of
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horror, “colonized by monstrous fetuses” (p. 295). He argues that Rosemary’s Baby

reflected these real fears of fetal deformity and then inspired subsequent popular

representations of pregnancy: “After Rosemary had her baby, virtually all births in the

popular media would be monstrous or demonic; normal childbearing was virtually

banished” (p. 294).

Fetal testing. Those who have interpreted Rosemary’s Baby in terms of such

historical events further suggest that public concerns about fetal abnormalities are related

to at least two more medical practices–prenatal testing, including fetal imaging, and

therapeutic abortion–both of which, though overtly helpful to pregnant women, served to

exacerbate their threatening nature and control their reproduction. The rash of birth

defects in the early 1960s led to more advanced and the wider deployment of technologies

designed to detect defects prior to delivery.  But according to William Paul (1994), the17

fears of a deformed fetus were also heightened by the growth of diagnostic testing itself.

He writes, “we can pinpoint a kind of generalizing anxiety here, as in Rosemary’s Baby,

about reproduction and birth defects, reflecting a contemporary increase in diagnostic

testing and public awareness of genetic abnormalities” (p. 328, italics added). Paul argues

that prenatal testing was not only about detecting fetal diseases and abnormalities, it

represented the (male) medical community’s desire to expose and know–and thus

control–the female body in its entirety, particularly its previously unknowable, hidden,

internal (i.e., private) functions. Then, in turning the female body inside-out (which Paul

contends is the project of 1970s and ‘80s “gross-out” horror cinema), the female body,

especially the mother’s body, becomes even more abject and frightening.

In an essay on the book and film versions of Rosemary’s Baby, Sharon Marcus

(1993) also concludes that the rise of prenatal testing during the 1960s, especially the

obstetrical application of ultrasonic fetal imaging, violated women’s privacy and

“disseminated paranoid understandings of pregnancy” (¶ 25). But Marcus further links this

technology to both the medical community’s new understanding of the placenta, which

constructed the mother as a threat to the fetus, and to men’s paranoia about electronic
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surveillance during the Cold War. She then connects all of this to the literal invasion of

Rosemary’s home and body. Marcus finds, “In the early 1960s, obstetricians viewed the

placenta as a barrier that guaranteed the autonomy of the fetus within the womb and

protected it from any maternal influence” (¶ 28). But in early 1965, it was discovered that

“the placenta facilitated rather than blocked communication between the mother and the

fetus and acted as a tube and transmitter, not a barrier” (¶ 30). According to this new

view, then, the mother became a potential “persecutor of the fetus,” a threat capable of

transmitting infection and harmful substances (¶ 30). Thus, doctors and women’s

magazines “cautioned mothers to practice constant self-surveillance in order to avoid

placing fetuses at risk” (i.e., to protect the fetuses from themselves) (¶ 31). Conveniently,

this self-surveillance included not working outside the home and relying on housework to

stay physically fit. 

Marcus then describes how this emphasis on self-surveillance coincided with the

rise of diagnostic techniques used to “monitor and view the fetus within the woman’s

body” (¶ 32). In 1965, Life published the first photos of a living fetus, and a host of other

popular magazines (e.g., Look, Newsweek, The Saturday Evening Post) “heralded the

advent of ‘fetology’” (¶ 32). While doctors argued that fetology was important in

preventing birth defects and “protecting the fetus from the mother” (¶ 33), Marcus claims,

“Fetal visualization technology was used to weaken the power of women’s knowledge of

their pregnancies” (¶ 34). Next, she explains that while the visualization and surveillance

of the pregnant female body were deemed justifiable, indeed necessary, there was a “panic

over the invasion of privacy by new surveillance technologies [that] began to overtake the

U.S. as early as the late 1950s and peaked in the 1960s” (¶ 36). Marcus reports that

thousands of articles published between 1963 and 1967 addressed the threat of electronic

government surveillance by claiming that “it destroyed individuality, by materially invading

the space of the home” (¶ 38). 

What all of this suggests to Marcus (1993) is that during the 1960s women were

subjected to a blatant double-standard with regard to privacy and that they, like Rosemary,
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had a right to be paranoid about the invasion of theirs. Marcus references Betty Friedan’s

The Feminine Mystique and claims that Rosemary suffers from the “problem with no

name” (i.e., the “housewife’s syndrome”) because she is isolated from friends and family in

her new home at the Bramford. Yet, even though Rosemary is ‘trapped’ in her home (just

like the white, middle-class women about whom Friedan was concerned), she has no

privacy there; her neighbors come and go through hidden doors in the closet. Moreover,

and perhaps more importantly, Rosemary’s body, and thus her baby, are not hers. Marcus

writes, “despite the possessive form that its title takes” “Rosemary’s Baby is not about her

possession of an apartment and a baby . . . Rosemary’s baby belongs to everyone but

Rosemary, and her home is not her own” (¶ 21). 

For Marcus, Rosemary’s situation mirrors the real double-standard faced by

women in 1960s. While fetal imaging technologies “promoted and rewarded male paranoia

about female pregnancy,” the surveillance and invasion of men’s homes was “deemed

unacceptable” (¶ 23). As Marcus explains, “Women and their bodies were seen as outside

the plae [sic] of possessive individualism, and the right to claim property, privacy, and

hence freedom of invasion for one’s body and home was conferred on men alone” (¶ 36).

The panic over the invasion of men’s privacy in the home, however, is even more ironic

considering that “women are stereotypically associated more closely with private spaces

than men” (¶ 42). According to Marcus, then,

Rosemary’s Baby intervenes in that view of women’s privacy by making the
invasion of Rosemary’s privacy overtly visible and by legitimizing Rosemary as a
subject of suspicion. . . . By quite literally demonizing fetus, father, and neighbors,
Levin re-sanctifies the pregnant woman as an individual with a stake in her
personal and residential privacy. . . . By criticizing the masculinist institutions of
marriage and obstetrics and by legitimizing Rosemary’s suspicions of these
institutions as a justifiable defense against the invasion of her privacy, Levin
constructs a feminist narrative and subjectivity. (¶ 43, italics added)

Marcus concludes by comparing the “implicitly feminist course of Rosemary’s plot” to

Valerie Solanas’ “explicitly feminist text” the SCUM Manifesto (1968/1996) (¶ 48): “the

moral that Rosemary’s Baby holds for women is pure New York: trust no-one, not even

your own husband; don’t talk to strangers, even if they do live next door; and remember –



184

there’s no such thing as too much paranoia” (¶ 52). 

Abortion. In addition to the revised view of the placenta and the development of

fetal imaging techniques, Marcus (1993) identifies the debate over therapeutic abortion as

the third important element in the paranoid discourses about reproduction during the

1960s. Marcus, Skal (1993), and Valerius (2005) each describe in their work on

Rosemary’s Baby how Thalidomide became a motivating force behind abortion law

reform. Thanks to an increased ability to detect fetal abnormalities, medical professionals

urged the American Law Institute to propose a model code which would permit legal,

physician-performed, “therapeutic” abortions in cases of rape, incest, fetal deformity, or

when the mother’s life is in danger. The model code was drafted in 1959 and published in

1962, the same year that the case of Sherri Finkbine escalated the panic over Thalidomide

and illegal abortion. Finkbine–white, middle-class, married, and already a mother of

four–began taking Thalidomide while pregnant with her fifth child. Alarmed by the reports

of its dangers, Finkbine consulted her physician, who informed her that the fetus did

indeed have a fifty-percent chance of deformity. Because Finkbine satisfied one criterion

for a therapeutic abortion, her doctor recommended and arranged for the procedure to

take place at Finkbine’s local hospital in Arizona–a Catholic hospital. Finkbine also

contacted the local media and asked them to report her story as a warning to other

women. But when the hospital saw the story on the front page of the newspaper, it

cancelled the procedure for fear of prosecution, and no doubt to avoid a protest by anti-

abortion Catholics. When an attempt to receive a court order failed, Finkbine went to

Sweden, where a malformed fetus was aborted.

Celeste Condit (1990) explains how the widespread sympathy generated by the

Finkbine case rhetorically influenced subsequent abortion law reform. National media

coverage of Finkbine emphasized her status as a devoted mother, concerned only about

the health and well-being of her children, thereby distancing her from the image of the

young, selfish, sexually promiscuous woman seeking an abortion. The image of Finkbine,

then, rhetorically constructed her request for an abortion as the kind, selfless act of a
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‘good’ mother and as a blessing for the doomed child. By 1967, three states–Colorado,

North Carolina, and California–had reformed their laws to allow for therapeutic abortions

in cases similar to Finkbine’s. In other words, although these reforms permitted legal

abortion, they did so only in particular cases and for particular kinds of women. 

These ‘sympathetic’ reforms therefore produced at least three related effects. First,

they crystalized rather than challenged traditional notions of motherhood and the nuclear

family. Second, abortion law reforms re-criminalized abortions not considered medically

necessary or ‘therapeutic’; they did not repeal abortion laws or allow for individual

women to be able to choose abortion, which was, of course, what second-wave feminists

started demanding in 1967. Third, the reforms gave doctors and lawyers, who were

virtually all men, the decision-making power with regard to abortion. As Kristen Luker

(1984) explains, trained physicians had been fighting since the mid-1800s to decriminalize

abortion so that they may control it. By claiming that their specialized knowledge uniquely

qualified them to determine when abortion was medically necessary, physicians could

establish both their moral and scientific superiority, thereby elevating the social status of

their profession. Then, by taking abortion, as well as other issues associated with

reproduction, out of the hands of sectarian healers and midwives, who were usually

women, doctors could also profit financially from performing all gynecological and

obstetrical procedures themselves. Therefore, legalizing therapeutic abortion–not all

abortion–would free medical professionals from the threat of criminal prosecution while

affording them the opportunity to satisfy their own social and economic goals. Luker

writes, “[I]t is conceivable that the public movement on abortion might never have been

successful had physicians not sought to amend the law that gave them the right to control

abortion in the first place” (p. 109). In short, abortion law reforms permitted abortion only

as long as it maintained the idea(l) of the ‘good’ mother and was kept in the hands of

(male) professionals. So, instead of challenging the masculinist institutions which had been

regulating and restricting women’s bodies for centuries, the reforms actually strengthened

them.
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Two scholars compare characters in Rosemary’s Baby to those in the abortion law

narrative I’ve just described. Fischer (1992/1996) reads Minnie Castevet as “the midwife”

because, historically, the midwife–“often a poor, older, peasant woman with little standing

in the community” (p. 418)–was labeled a “witch” if something went wrong during a

delivery, which was often. The midwife thus became, in Fischer’s words, a “repository of

patriarchal fears of female strength and a scapegoat for the emergent obstetrical

profession” (p. 419). Fischer then argues that Minnie-as-witch and the supporting role she

plays in Rosemary’s pregnancy represent the erasure of the role other women play in the

delivery and care of children: “Like the ancient midwife, [Minnie] must transfer her power

to a male physician (Abe Sapirstein), who, nonetheless, relies on her expertise” (p. 419).

Valerius (2005), however, compares, at length, Sherri Finkbine to Rosemary

herself, another devoted wife who values family. Valerius writes, “As Finkbine’s story did,

Rosemary’s Baby addresses itself to an audience invested in the sentimental ideal of

motherhood, exploits that investment to produce a horrified response, and thereby makes

abortion compelling” (p. 125, italics added). Valerius notes that Rosemary satisfies three

of the American Law Institute’s criteria for a therapeutic abortion: She was raped; the

fetus is abnormal; and, given her excruciating pain, her own life may be at risk. But

considering that Drs. Hill and Sapirstein, unlike Finkbine’s doctor, fail to help Rosemary

and, in fact, betray and lead her to danger, Valerius contends, “this story of a frightening

pregnancy evokes feminist arguments for sexual and reproductive freedom” (p. 119). She

continues, “Rather than sanctifying Rosemary’s maternity, the narrative pursues the logic

of ‘prolife’ arguments against abortion to grotesque conclusions” (p. 128). As I mentioned

at the start of this chapter, Valerius ultimately argues that Rosemary’s Baby confronts the

“anti-maternal, pro-natal” rhetoric of the pro-life movement which “produces the fetal

subject as rights-bearing individual” (p. 131). She therefore declares that Rosemary’s

Baby, by showing how an “invisible, dependent, and satanic” fetus may harm the mother,

“is an important shift of perspective given the effacement of pregnant women in the

current regime of the fetal subject” (p. 131).18
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Although Valerius (2005) claims (in at least three spots) that Rosemary’s Baby

“makes abortion compelling,” she does not identify, precisely, for whom. Clearly, she’s

referring to abortion rights advocates today. Considering that Rosemary carried the spawn

of Satan, it’s not much of a stretch to suggest that perhaps it should have been aborted.

But Valerius fails to fully explore why abortion, besides its illegality, was simply not an

option for Rosemary herself in 1966, nor why not one of over two dozen early reviewers

ever mentioned the word, even though, as professional critics, they likely would have been

aware of the Finkbine case and the debate over therapeutic abortion at the time of the

film’s release. And although Marcus’ (1993) brilliant essay identifies several interesting

and important discursive elements of the context in which Rosemary’s Baby was ‘born,’

she does not connect them to yet another discourse that had a lot to say about

reproduction in the mid-1960s–Catholicism. Valerius is fully aware that the pro-life

movement is sustained largely by the Religious Right, which she likens to the witches’

coven in Rosemary’s Baby, “a religious minority seeking to subvert the status quo” (p.

130). But what Valerius elides is the dilemma, the conflict, the double-bind that many

women continue to face between morality and individuality or, perhaps more accurately,

between life and choice.

I will therefore add to this discussion a brief review of a few major changes

occurring within the Catholic Church during the 1960s in order to further flesh out the

context in which not only Rosemary’s Baby was released but second-wave feminism

emerged. I believe that Rosemary, due to her Catholic upbringing, faced, like many real

women, a double-bind with regard to motherhood. In addition to pro-life feminists torn

between their morality and the goals of their liberal sisters, women of color have

historically been torn between the expectations for their race and their gender, which, as I

address in the Chapter 7, has been both a legitimate criticism of second-wave feminism

and a major reason why feminism is paralyzed today.

Religious Context

Time magazine asked on the cover of its April 8, 1966, issue, “Is God Dead?” In
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the film Rosemary’s Baby, the answer is yes; as we hear the coven chant at the end, “God

is dead. Satan lives.” Polanski was even clever enough to have Rosemary reading this very

issue of Time as she waited in Dr. Hill’s office, hoping that he would protect her baby

from the witches. Because of the film’s provocative anti-Catholic dialogue and imagery,

Rosemary’s lapsed Catholicism, and the Catholic Church’s condemnation of the film,

Rosemary’s Baby and its reception should also be understood in terms of the religious

discourses circulating during their shared historical context. Not only was Satan’s baby

born in the film, set as it was in 1966, but the real Church of Satan was founded that same

year. Contemporaneously, the Catholic Church was changing, or at least debating change,

affecting the nearly fifty-million Americans who self-identified as Catholic from the mid-

1960s to early 1970s (Greeley, 1989).

Early reviewers Maisie Pearson (1968) and Rick Lynn (1968) speculated that both

popular and critical interest in Rosemary’s Baby might be attributable to the rising number

of occult groups in the U.S. in the 1960s. Henry Hart (1968), as I noted earlier, also

commented on “the witchcraft revival currently being stirred up by perverts” (p. 456).

Although none of the reviewers elaborated, it is likely that they were referring to Anton

LaVey’s founding of the Church of Satan in 1966 and the media exposure that he received

in 1967. Yet, what no reviewer acknowledged (perhaps because they didn’t know) is that

LaVey actually participated in the production of Rosemary’s Baby. John Parker’s (1993)

biography of Roman Polanski reveals that Polanski hired LaVey as a consultant for the

pivotal scene in which the Devil is conjured from hell to impregnate Rosemary. LaVey,

devoted to “smashing the whole concept of what a Church should be in the Christian

sense,” was more than happy to help (p. 121). He not only provided Polanski with

ritualistic advice, he volunteered and Polanski allowed him to play the Devil himself in the

film, perhaps due to Polanski’s penchant for realism.

According to Parker (1993), Polanski first heard of LaVey in 1967, when LaVey

allowed the media to witness one of his church’s services. As the widely publicized photos

showed, the service featured a naked woman as an alter, semen mixed with milk as ‘holy
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water,’ inverted crosses, and distorted church hymns. Once Rosemary’s Baby became a hit

the following year, LaVey then used his role in the film to further promote his church.

According to Parker, every major news magazine featured an article about LaVey and he

even appeared on The Tonight Show starring Johnny Carson. Polanski, however,

interested in LaVey only for his technical knowledge of Satanic ritual, disapproved of the

media frenzy. Nonetheless, as Parker claims, Paramount and producer William Castle used

LaVey’s self-promotion to further promote Rosemary’s Baby, and even invited LaVey to

several private screenings of the film.

Catholicism

Given Rosemary’s Baby’s overt references to both Catholicism and Satanism, not

to mention the Catholic Church’s condemnation of the film, it is unsurprising that early

reviewers focused on its religious themes. But the film and its reception, as well as wider

discourses about reproduction, can also be better understood by exploring what was

happening within the Catholic Church during the 1960s. John Herbers (1984) points out

that despite John F. Kennedy’s overt desire to keep church and state separate, his historic

election as U.S. President in 1960 heightened awareness of the Catholic Church’s

influence on political and social matters. And considering that about one-quarter of

Americans were Catholic at the time, more than any other denomination (Greeley, 1989),

the impact of the Church’s teachings should not be underestimated.

The Catholic Church went through, in Carol Jablonski’s (1989) words,

“revolutionary” changes during the 1960s, and “Involvement with Church renewal

effectively put Catholics in the mainstream of change in a decade that was itself marked by

charismatic change” (p. 424). From 1962 to 1965, over 2,400 leaders of the Roman

Catholic Church participated in The Second Vatican Council, or Vatican II. Jablonksi

explains, “Unlike the ecumenical councils that preceded it, Vatican II did not meet to

condemn heresies or to counter external attacks on the Church”; instead, “Pope John

XXIII summoned the Council because he believed that the Church needed to develop a

more responsive and appealing orientation to the modern world” (p. 416). Although John
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XXIII died in June 1963, his successor, Paul VI, continued the Council, which recognized

that the Catholic laity had become increasingly resistant to the Church’s antiquated dicta.

It therefore called for several changes: modernized worship services in English rather than

Latin; increased participation in decision-making at all levels of the Church’s hierarchy;

openness to other faiths; and religious freedom, even acknowledging that “secular theories

of social progress have validity” (p. 416). Then, in 1966, a papal-appointed commission

which had been studying artificial means of contraception recommended to Paul VI the

liberalization of the Church’s teachings on birth control (Tentler, 2004). By that time,

many clergy had accepted that conjugal sex was not only for procreation but also for the

expression of love. So, in the face of “rapid social and technological change,” particularly

as it related to regulating reproduction, many Catholic leaders approved of loosening the

Church’s longstanding proscription on birth control (Jablonski, 1989, p. 417). 

While Vatican II produced many complicated effects, two are important here.

First, according to Jablonski’s (1989) analysis, despite all the proposed changes, the

rhetoric employed to present and teach the Church’s reforms became more doctrinal. In

other words, the Church’s rhetoric became more evaluative and more grounded in

traditional notions of the “true believer.” This contradictory rhetoric of “change” and

“continuity” thus heightened the confusion and disenchantment felt among many

Catholics. As Leslie Tentler (2004) puts it, “A good Catholic conscience could not by

definition reach conclusions that contradicted an authentic teaching of the Church” (p.

270). Torn, then, between a desire to be both obedient, ‘good Catholics’ and self-

determined, sexual individuals, many Catholics were unsure as to whether their practices

qualified them as ‘true believers.’ As a result, Jablonski explains, many Catholics became

increasingly selective about which of the Church’s teachings they would follow, and “the

erosion of ecclesiastical control precipitated by Vatican II marked a radical change in the

way American Catholics approached their faith. Soon after the Council ended, Catholics in

the United States began to question the teachings, policies, and practices of the Church”

(p. 417). She concludes, 
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While Vatican II did not alter core dogma (such as the Church’s teachings on the
Virgin Birth, the divinity of Jesus, the apostolic character of the institution, and so
forth), it did effect significant changes in the Church’s self-understanding. These
changes, and the operational reforms that followed from them, fractured the
philosophical commonality shared by Catholics and set the stage for the
development of an increasingly critical—and pluralistic—community of hearers.
(pp. 417-418)

Indeed, the most controversial effect of Vatican II, and one which would further

erode the Church’s credibility, was Paul VI’s papal encyclical Humanae Vitae, which was

issued on July 25, 1968, just six weeks after the release of Rosemary’s Baby.  Against the19

“rising tide of hedonism” during the 1960s (Woodward, 1980, p. 75), this document not

only reaffirmed papal authority, it reaffirmed the Church’s ban on the use of all artificial

methods of birth control during marital intercourse (Jamieson, 1975). Dismissing the 1966

commission’s findings and recommendations, Paul VI reasserted that every conjugal act

must remain free of any deliberate attempt to prevent conception. Kenneth Woodward

(1980) and others argue that birth control thus became the issue affecting papal authority

during the 1960s and beyond, especially in the U.S. and Western Europe.

According to Tentler (2004), there was an “unprecedented storm of protest that

greeted Humanae Vitae,” and it was “actively rejected by many Catholics,” including

Church clergy (p. 265). Tentler recounts that half of America’s Catholic priests disagreed

with the encyclical (even openly from the pulpit), and 600 priests and theologians signed a

statement “asserting the primacy of conscience with regard to marital conception” (p. 270,

italics added). The signers, themselves torn between being loyal to the Pope and to their

parishioners, thus concluded and conveyed that a ‘good Catholic’ conscience was more

important than obedience to the Church. After the statement was made public on July 30,

1968, some priests were punished for their dissent while others just resigned,

“exacerbating an already corrosive crisis of priestly morale and identity” (p. 272). When

Humanae Vitae was issued, many Catholic leaders were dismayed and felt betrayed after

what had been accomplished at Vatican II. Having sought to flatten the Church’s

hierarchy they felt that Humanae Vitae not only ignored the needs of the Catholic laity
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but, in reaffirming absolute papal authority, negated the sense of collegiality that had been

generated. 

The effect of Humanae Vitae on the Catholic laity was even more pronounced.

Tentler (2004) explains that it was unusual for the laity to debate an issue of papal

authority (that was usually left up to theologians) and supposes that few Catholics actually

read Humanae Vitae. But because the media widely publicized the encyclical’s issuance

and reductively framed it as ‘the anti-birth control document,’ many Catholics had an

opinion. Tentler reports that a Gallup survey conducted less than a month after Humanae

Vitae was issued found that only 28% of Catholics agreed with the Pope’s position while

51% disagreed. Even among the most devout, less than half supported it. In Andrew

Greeley’s (1989) meticulous analysis of church attendance from the 1940s through the

mid-‘80s, he notes “a sharp dip for Catholics in the late 1960s and early 1970s” (p. 44);

emphasizes that the decline in churchgoing during this time “affected only Catholics and

was evenly distributed among age groups” (p. 46); and finds that “Catholic church

attendance declined because of birth control, and the decline ended [in the mid-1970s]

because of the ‘loyalty’ of the Catholics who continued to attend church regularly despite

rejection of the official teaching on birth control” (p. 47, italics added). Greeley concludes,

About a third of the regular Catholic churchgoers who rejected the birth control
teaching (only 15 percent of Catholics accept it) . . . were so offended by the birth
control decision that they stopped going to church regularly (though usually not
completely). But the other two-thirds, when apparently faced with a choice
between a drift to the margins of the church and acceptance of the birth control
encyclical, chose neither. They would remain regular churchgoers, but on their
own terms, rejecting the official teaching but still showing up at church every week
or nearly every week. (p. 52, italics added)

In short, Greeley connects the decline in Catholics’ church attendance to a “parallel

decline in acceptance of papal infallibility and of birth control teaching” (p. 48). Tentler

similarly asserts that “probably most Catholics had come by this time to a radically altered

understanding of Church authority, which amounted in practice to a new individualism”

(p. 268).

The timing of Vatican II and Humanae Vitae was hardly random; it evidenced a
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momentous clash of society’s most powerful patriarchal institutions, each of which was

sending a different message about sex and reproduction, and each of which was wanting

to control them. As mentioned earlier, years before feminists entered the picture, medical

doctors had wanted abortion decriminalized so that they could control it. When the Food

and Drug Administration approved a prescription birth control pill in 1960, it and the

pharmaceutical industry, then, defied Catholic teachings about artificial contraception and

encouraged a “sexual revolution” which further defied the Church’s proscription on

premarital sex. And as much as the Pill and so-called sexual revolution helped women

achieve some semblance of ‘liberation,’ they likely helped men more. David Skal (1993)

writes,

Less discussed was the element of subtle sexual coercion posed by the Pill; with
the availability of cheap, easy, and (purportedly) safe chemical contraception,
women also had less reason than ever before to refuse sex. The basic choice
offered by the Pill was not whether or not to have babies, but instead, how much
intercourse. Women’s sexuality was thus radically reshaped along the lines of the
Hefner-esque male’s. (p. 288)

Rosalind Petchesky (1990) further explains that following the “baby boom” and economic

prosperity of the 1950s, economic conditions during the 1960s and early ‘70s encouraged,

even required, many women to delay marriage and prevent or terminate pregnancy. While

the decline in U.S. industrial dominance produced an increased demand for (cheap) female

labor power, high inflation during the Vietnam War years also made it increasingly difficult

for families to survive on men’s wages alone. Moreover, rising divorce rates–combined

with the sexual division of labor which still held women responsible for childrearing, the

lack of government-funded alternatives for child care, and the fact that most women

worked in the “low-paying, dead-end, and largely unorganized” clerical and service

sectors (p. 115)–made it exceedingly difficult for women to raise children on their own.

“In that context legal abortion became, by the early 1970s, an acknowledged social

imperative” (p. 116). Finally, Petchesky describes how racist concerns about “excess”

population growth in Third World countries (p. 118) as well as “the migration of blacks to

northern cities and the growing militance of the civil rights movement” in the U.S. (p. 119)
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led to state intervention in fertility control and “family planning” throughout the 1950s and

‘60s.

This all suggests at least two things which relate to the final section of this chapter.

First, while the Catholic Church was condemning premarital sex, contraception, and

abortion, and a host of other institutions–medical, corporate, state, and media–were still

promoting the idea(l) image of the ‘good mother,’ the latter were, contradictorily, also

encouraging the postponement of motherhood. It’s no wonder, then, that while Vatican II

promised a more liberal view of reproduction and sexual relations, Humanae Vitae turned

right around and reaffirmed the Church’s traditional stance. And it’s no wonder, given this

context, that many women and many Catholics were conflicted about reproduction and

women’s roles. Second, according to Petchesky (1990), although the women’s movement

played an instrumental role in “speeding up the process” of legitimizing abortion (p. 103),

this movement–comprised of privileged women who already had benefitted from the

changes which enabled them to defer marriage and childbirth for education and

employment and thus “had begun thinking about ‘women’s issues’ in relation to their

situation as professionals and students”–was itself therefore “both effect and cause of a

new sense of women’s possibilities” (p. 115). Or, as Luker (1984) puts it, “Once they had

choices about life roles, they came to feel that they had a right to use abortion in order to

control their own lives” (p. 118, italics orig.). Yet, despite the rhetoric of choice which

came to dominate the reproductive rights movement, women, Petchesky emphasizes, do

not get to choose the social and material conditions under which their reproductive

choices are made; “The ‘right to choose’ means little when women are powerless” (p. 11).

In the context described above, all those male-dominated institutions battling (maybe

cooperating) to control reproduction, Petchesky argues, have thus “defined the choices of

all women, but in a way that is crucially different depending on one’s class and race” (pp.

11-12).

Ambivalence & The Double-Bind

Rosemary’s Baby and its reception exemplify the conflicted, ambivalent attitudes
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about Catholicism and reproduction at the end of the 1960s. With the film’s depiction of a

publicity-hungry, pomp-and-circumstance papacy and its portrayal of the insidious, next-

door threat of witchcraft, Rosemary’s Baby may appear only profane, as the National

Catholic Office for Motion Pictures decreed upon its release. But the character Rosemary,

despite her uncertainties about her faith, still dreams of scolding nuns and papal absolution

and expresses discomfort when Guy and the Castevets criticize Pope Paul VI. Moreover,

in an incredibly telling scene which very few critics even mention, Rosemary, without

being prompted, dismisses the thought of having an abortion. Fed up with her isolation

and the incessant meddling of her elderly neighbors, Rosemary throws a dinner party for

her and Guy’s old, “young old” friends. Startled by Rosemary’s gaunt appearance and her

admission that she has been in pain for months, her female friends urge her to see another

obstetrician, “anybody but that nut Sapirstein.” Rosemary instantly declares, “I won’t have

an abortion.” One friend calmly replies, “Nobody’s telling you to get an abortion; just go

to see another doctor, that’s all.” 

Valerius (2005) refers briefly to this scene as evidence of how Rosemary’s Baby

“makes abortion compelling.” Yet, as it and the entire film clearly shows, Rosemary does

not want an abortion; she wants nothing more than to have children and expresses no

ambivalence about wanting a baby. She also has no idea until after the baby is born that

Guy is not its father nor, for that matter, that she has been raped. Plus, Dr. Sapirstein

continues to tell her that the fetus is healthy, and he really isn’t lying because he and the

other witches definitely want this child to survive. In other words, for Rosemary, there is

no ‘compelling’ reason to have an abortion. Pro-choice feminists and others watching the

film four decades later might think there is, but this does not account for Rosemary

herself. For Rosemary, there is no choice. Maybe this is due to her Catholic upbringing

and to her internalization of society’s expectation that women become mothers. But the

most compelling thing about Rosemary is that no matter what she does, she’s damned,

literally. To abort the ‘baby’ would damn her in the eyes of the Catholic Church, which

had already equated abortion with evil. To not abort the damaged ‘fetus’ would damn her
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in the eyes of the (non-Satanic) medical community because that would show her defiance

of its superior knowledge, as well as her selfish disregard for the fetus’ well-being.

Similarly, to birth the child but then abandon it would make her a neglectful, bad mother

and thus damn her in the eyes of society. And to embrace and nurture the evil child would

damn not only Rosemary but the entire world because “Satan lives.” This is Rosemary’s

predicament and, while exaggerated for entertainment purposes, it reflects the binds faced

by many real women, a point to which I will return shortly.

As Rosemary was caught in an impossible bind perpetuated by wholly

contradictory discourses, the film’s early reviewers expressed ambivalence towards

Catholicism. Not one of the reviews I found referred to the scene in which Rosemary

dismisses having an abortion nor mentioned the word “abortion.” This, as I’ve mentioned,

is unsurprising considering that abortion was not only still illegal in 1968, it was a taboo

subject for public discussion (Dubriwny, 2005; Petchesky, 1990; Tribe; 1990). Still, the

silence does seem ironic given that the mid-1960s was overflowing with both ‘free love’

and anxieties about deformed fetuses. But, as Greeley’s (1989), Jablonski’s (1989), and

Tentler’s (2004) analyses of the Catholic Church suggest, silence was precisely how many

people dealt with the conflicting discourses about reproduction during the late-1960s. To

reiterate, after Vatican II, and especially after Humanae Vitae, the majority of U.S.

Catholics began to pick and choose which of the Church’s teachings they would follow,

leading to less obedience to the Church’s authority and more individual decision-making.

In other words, by 1968, the Church had lost much of its credibility and its power to

control people’s personal lives. Many Catholics knew that their practices would not

qualify them as ‘good Catholics’ or ‘true believers.’ But rather than unnecessarily flaunt

their disobedience, they simply ignored certain teachings and didn’t discuss them. In the

early reviews of Rosemary’s Baby, there is no deference to the Catholic Church. In fact,

several reviewers derided the Catholic Office’s condemnation of the film and celebrated

the film’s inversion of the Virgin Mary and the birth of Christ. Maybe this was because

none of the reviewers were Catholic (indeed, a good amount were Jewish). But that
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doesn’t really matter because, as Petchesky (1990) and many others have noted, the

Catholic Church’s vast political and cultural influence has affected far more than only its

followers. 

The early reviews were also clearly pre-feminist. They addressed some of the same

key issues that second-wave feminists would–pregnancy, childbirth, motherhood, and

Catholicism–but that was because these were salient issues at the time of both Rosemary’s

Baby release and feminism’s re-emergence, not yet because of feminism. Except in Sarris’

(1968) review and those of Christie and Tarratt (both published in 1969), there were no

discernable signs of early feminist discourse (i.e., there were no readings suggesting that

the film was a representation of how women are ‘oppressed’ or that the film participated

in the oppression of women). Instead, while some reviewers had sympathy for Rosemary,

others dismissed her predicament as trivial, ridiculed those who identified with her, spoke

(in a Freudian way) of her delusions, and even seemed to enjoy her suffering. Furthermore,

although religion was the most common issue addressed by the early reviewers, no one

condemned the Catholic Church for “enslaving women” as radical feminist Ti-Grace

Atkinson did in 1971 (see Chapter 2) or stated, as Robin Morgan did in Time magazine in

1972, “The new assault is on the Catholic church. We are trying to separate an

individual’s faith from this corporation that has so oppressed women” (“Women’s

Liberation,” 1972). It was, of course, not the reviewers’ job to make such statements. But

as historical analyses of the reactions to the Catholic Church in the 1960s convey, people

didn’t seem to need feminism to question the Church or its teachings.

Radical feminists’ denunciation of the Catholic Church and their critique of the

traditional family as well as liberal feminists’ rhetoric of equality and choice are, however,

important to mention here because they didn’t do, and haven’t done, much to relieve the

double-binds that many women have faced with regard to reproduction and motherhood.

The so-called “mommy wars” that continue today indicate that women are still damned if

they do (have children) and damned if they don’t. And on the specific issue of abortion,

the debate among women is just as personal, and political. As I’ve mentioned, feminists
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were neither the primary nor most powerful participants in the abortion debate during the

1960s and ‘70s. Yet, according to Luker (1984), “they were prepared to do what no one

else to date had been willing or able to do. By making a claim that women had a right to

abortion, they challenged the medical profession’s control of the abortion decision” (p. 91,

italics orig.). Indeed, in 1970, Lucinda Cisler (1973) declared, “The most important thing

feminists have done and have to keep doing is to insist that the basic reason for repealing

the laws and making abortions available is JUSTICE: women’s right to abortion” (p. 151,

emphasis orig.). She also emphasized that all feminists felt that this right must be extended

to all women:

One of the few things everyone in the women’s movement seems to agree on is
that we have to get rid of the abortion laws and make sure that any woman who
wants an abortion can get one. We all recognize how basic this demand is (p. 151).
. . . The choice is up to us: we must . . . demand only what is good for all women.
(p. 152, italics orig.)

Likewise, Cellestine Ware (1970) asserted that society must adopt “the view that abortion

on demand is a fundamental right of women of all classes and races” (p. 126). Still, despite

such attempts to speak on behalf of and for all women, two groups in particular–pro-life

women and women of color–have attested that differences in cultural values and race, and

the different material conditions which often accompany them, do constrain the free

exercise of this right and limit the reproductive choices of some women more than others.

Pro-life Women & Women of Color

According to Luker (1984), opponents of abortion had assumed that public silence

on the issue meant that most people agreed that it was unnatural and morally wrong. But

as the abortion rights movement rapidly gained momentum during the late-1960s,

opponents feared not only that the murder of unborn children would be legitimized, there

would be nothing to prohibit further acts of violence against other defenseless and

perceivably expendable persons, including women. Although the interests of masculinist

institutions have continued to guide the abortion debate since the Roe v. Wade decision

decriminalized it in 1973, Luker contends that it “has become a debate about women’s

contrasting obligations to themselves and others. . . . The abortion debate has become a
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debate among women, women with different values in the social world, different

experiences of it, and different resources with which to cope with it” (p. 193). 

Self-proclaimed pro-life feminists (e.g., Derr, MacNair, & Naranjo-Huebl, 2005;

Kennedy, 1997; Kopaczynski, 1995; Sweet, 1985) have argued that women who support

abortion rights should not even be considered feminists because, as such, they should

champion the rights of the weak and vulnerable rather than exploit and dispose of them

out of convenience and selfishness. While most pro-life women do not identify themselves

as feminists, they share such beliefs and, in fact, share others with first-wave feminists and

second-wave cultural feminists (see Chapter 3). Specifically, Luker (1984) reports that

pro-life women believe that men and women are inherently different, and should stay that

way. Adhering to traditional gender roles, then, pro-life women maintain that men should

work outside of the home and be the providers and protectors of their families, while

women, naturally, belong in the home as wives and mothers.

Luker’s (1984) research suggests that the positions of both pro-choice and pro-life

women can be attributed to their disparate material conditions. Whereas the ‘typical’ pro-

choice woman has either delayed or forgone marriage and motherhood, is college-

educated (perhaps with a graduate or professional degree as well), is employed outside of

the home (often in a professional or academic career), and is middle- to upper-middle

class, the typical pro-life woman is an unemployed housewife and mother, rarely educated

beyond high school, and lower-middle- to working-class. Luker proposes that because of

the pro-life woman’s limited education, work experience, wealth, and access to

‘nontraditional’ role models, she has fewer lifestyle choices. Having grown up in a

traditional working-class family, the pro-life woman learns early on that education and

employment are not options (and are thus not goals) and that her purpose in life is to

become a wife and mother, just like her mother. The pro-life women in Luker’s study,

particularly those who had lost a child or could not conceive, asserted that motherhood is

not a role from which women should try to escape and claimed that it was more fulfilling

than any job a woman could have outside the home. From this, Luker concludes that it is
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unsurprising that women whose very identities are defined by, and whose survival depends

upon, their maternal role would oppose a movement which devalues their entire lives and

makes them appear expendable. According to Luker, pro-life women fear that if

motherhood were to become a choice, men might also begin to see marriage and family as

an option, perhaps one they could do without, and if this were to happen, they would be

left without the resources to support themselves. Thus, women in this situation cannot

easily abandon their traditional role without jeopardizing their own survival.

The differences between the social conditions and values of pro-life and pro-choice

women indicate that neither the pro-choice movement nor the women’s movement has

accounted for the needs and wants of ‘all’ women, despite claims to the contrary. Yet,

even though pro-life and pro-choice women clearly differ, Luker (1984) points out that

they share a position of privilege relative to “Poor women and women of color [who] have

rarely had the luxury of being able to devote their energies to full-time family care” (p.

113). In other words, some women have never had the choice between remaining in the

home or seeking outside employment. Thus, for still other women, neither the pro-choice

nor the pro-life position adequately accounts for their attitudes and experiences with

regard to reproduction.

Feminists of color have argued that issues of reproductive control should not–and,

for the sake of historical accuracy, cannot–be limited to analyses of sex and gender.

According to Black feminists (e.g., Davis, 1981/1990; Dugger, 1998; Ross, 1990, 1994;

Smith, 1990), slavery and racism, as well as poverty, have produced, to borrow Deborah

King’s (1988) words, a “distinctive context for black womanhood” (p. 42) in terms of

fertility. While female slaves were forced, often through rape, to “breed,” and they used

dangerous methods of contraception and abortion to maintain some semblance of control

over their own bodies, the later eugenics and population control movements sought to

limit (or annihilate) the Black race (all non-white races usually) through contraception,

abortion, and even involuntary sterilization (Davis, 1981/1990). In response, male Black

Nationalists from the 1920s through the ‘70s encouraged Black women to reproduce in
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order to strengthen their race (Ross, 1994). At the same time, however, the liberal

NAACP supported birth control, claiming that it would facilitate African-Americans’

integration into the (white) mainstream and increase their likelihood of economic mobility.

In any case, Black women’s reproduction not only has been controlled by men but has

been more of a duty than a right or a choice. But even if they did have a choice, either way

they’d be letting down their race.

While this touches upon the historical, cultural, and political binds faced by many

women of color with regard to their fertility, others (e.g., Alexander, 1990; Avery, 1990;

Jenkins, 1990; Joyner, 1990) have pointed out that the poverty which usually accompanies

racial oppression “often compel[s] them to relinquish the right to reproduction itself”

(Davis, 1981/1990, p. 18). Many white, middle-class, pro-choice feminists saw legal

abortions as the ultimate symbol of women’s liberation and self-determination and, thus,

the fight for abortion rights as a “referendum for feminism” (Dugger, 1998, p. 110). But

as Angela Davis (1981/1990) explains, “When Black and Latina women resort to

abortions in such large numbers, the stories they tell are not so much about the desire to

be free of their pregnancy, but rather about the miserable social conditions which dissuade

them from bringing new lives into the world” (p. 17). Moreover, because childcare is

expensive and access to safe forms of contraception and abortion is dependent upon one’s

resources, abortion rights advocates claimed that legal and free “abortion on demand”

would relieve poor women’s reproductive burden. To this, Davis replied, 

During the early abortion rights campaign, it was too frequently assumed that legal
abortions provided a viable alternative to the myriad problems posed by poverty.
As if having fewer children could create more jobs, higher wages, better schools,
etc. This assumption reflected the tendency to blur the distinction between
abortion rights and the general advocacy of abortions. The campaign often failed
to provide a voice for women who wanted the right to legal abortions while
deploring the social conditions that prohibited them from bearing more children.
(p. 17, italics orig.)

In other words, while certain conditions have required some women to become mothers

(e.g., pro-life women), other conditions have precluded other women from having

children, even if they too value motherhood. In neither instance is reproduction solely
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determined by an individual woman’s choice. Therefore, the liberal rhetoric of choice and

the women’s movement’s often exclusive focus on gender have obscured the fact that

different women are bound by different forces when it comes to their reproduction. I will

return to the issue of choice and the effects of second-wave feminism’s exclusivity in

Chapter 7.

But for now, one can appreciate the urge, given both the efficacy of the pro-life

movement and the deteriorated state of feminism today, to claim Rosemary’s Baby as a

feminist, pro-choice text. At every turn, Rosemary’s body is used and manipulated by her

husband, neighbors, and obstetrician. Her legitimate fears are dismissed as delusions. She

is raped, and her pregnancy is a literal nightmare. One could also, I suppose, articulate

Rosemary’s famous haircut to when radical feminists cut their hair to protest male-defined

beauty standards (see the Introduction). And I have always wondered whether there is

something to make of the fact that Rosemary’s selfish husband is simply named “Guy,”

synonymous with the generic “man.” Yet, it is both a bit too easy to claim Rosemary’s

Baby as a feminist or pro-choice text and too slippery in a historical sense. First, one

certainly does not have to be a feminist in order to support abortion rights, as histories of

the medical profession indicate. Second, when Ira Levin wrote the novel in the early and

mid-1960s (Marcus, 1993), the National Organization for Women had not yet published

its “Bill of Rights” (1970) demanding the repeal of all abortion laws, and the first radical

feminist groups had not yet been formed. But this is why Rosemary’s Baby is useful for

exploring the history of second-wave feminism: The film and its reception, precisely

because they did represent and negotiate so many issues that feminists would soon take up

(pregnancy, motherhood, marriage, and the control of the female body), reveal the

possibilities and the constraints that second-wave feminism faced when it emerged, which,

as I argued in earlier chapters, is important to understand if we are to better understand

where feminism is today. The film and its reception were, put simply, part of the same

historical context that prompted feminists to take up those issues in the first place. What I

hope to have conveyed is that Rosemary Woodhouse–a married, young woman who was
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1. Rosemary’s Baby continues to receive attention for far less political reasons as well.
Vanessa Lau (2006) reports in W magazine that Mia Farrow’s character Rosemary has
served as a recent inspiration on fashion runways. According to designer Alice Roi,
Rosemary “has a delicate and sweet look to her, but there’s this very eerie feeling
underneath” (p. 78). The character’s shift and baby-doll dresses offer a “great way for a
girl to look ultrafeminine without frills and excess.” Roi states, “The idea of this woman
who’s kind of lost in the movie; she’s this innocent figure walking through a diabolical
moment–that’s the way a lot of us feel right now. . . . We’re walking through this dark
moment in time where things are confusing.” Along with Rosemary’s “famous elfin hairdo
created by Vidal Sassoon,” “That Mia Farrow style–it’s liberating.”

2. According to one report, over 2,300,000 copies of the novel had been sold by the
summer of 1968 (“Rosemary’s Baby” [Review], 1968); another puts the number at
5,000,000 for the same time period (Marcus, 1993). The book had also been translated
into twelve languages by the time the film was released (Hamilton, 1968).

3. The famous Dakota building in Manhattan supplied all of the exterior shots of the
fictional Bramford. Ironically, given the character Hutch’s warning, John Lennon lived at
and was fatally shot in front of the Dakota thirteen years after the release of Rosemary’s
Baby. And, in another peculiar twist, the Dakota was also once the home of Betty Friedan
(Marcus, 1993).

raised Catholic and desperately wants to start a family with her husband in their new

home–was caught in a tangled web of competing discourses about reproduction during the

mid-1960s, a web in which second-wave radical feminists would soon find themselves

publicly caught when they condemned traditional womanhood, demanded the repeal of all

abortion laws, equated marriage with slavery, and called for the destruction of the nuclear

family. 

In the next chapter, I will address the issue that many radical feminists took up

after abortion, another issue through which women were subjected to an impossible

double standard, and an issue which also happened to effect Rosemary Woodhouse as well

as Roman Polanski: rape.  But unlike abortion, which was an issue for many other20

interested parties, rape, at least initially, was exclusively a radical feminist concern, having

emerged out of its consciousness-raising in the late-1960s and early 1970s.

Notes
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4. Although not among the film’s early reviewers, Jeff Rovin (1977) also described its
characters as being so normal that they could be us: “One of the most frightfully vivid
aspects of Rosemary’s Baby is that Guy and Rosemary’s apartment could have been our
apartment; their fears and wants not unlike our own” (p. 51, italics orig.).

5. Polanski was renowned for his attempts to provide an atmosphere of realism in his
films. He (as cited in Tarratt, 1969) once said: “What I like is an extremely realistic setting
in which there is something that does not fit with the real. That is what gives an
atmosphere” (p. 95).

6. Renata Adler (1968), Hollis Alpert (1968), and Margot Kernan (1969) were the most
kind in their criticisms of Gordon by simply stating that she was a bit too flamboyant and
over-the-top for their tastes. Stanley Kauffmann (1968) referred to Sidney Blackmer’s
Roman as “fruity” and Gordon’s Minnie as “gnomish,” while another reviewer
characterized her as a “questing rodent” (“Rosemary’s Baby” [Review], 1968, p. 84).
Judith Crist (1968) thought Gordon wore thin and, like Wilfrid Sheed (1968) and Robert
Chappetta (1969), found the one-note performance totally unthreatening. Henry Hart
(1968), however, claimed that Gordon “offensively overacts,” which was more in line with
Simon’s (1971) utterly scathing review of Polanski’s “trashy” film: 

The lone authentic bit of horror in the film is Ruth Gordon’s performance: a sort of
self-serving, nonstop tuneless singsong issuing from a decrepit butterfly that thinks
itself the Empress Theodora, it is easily one of the most offensive spectacles of any
year and does make Rosemary’s Baby, whenever it is on view, perhaps not
horrifying but certainly disgusting. (p. 182)

7. In the October 1968 issue of Psychology Today, Harvey Mindness (as cited in Pearson,
1968) argued the contrary: Because of humanity’s dual nature–our “innocent, loving
spirit” and our “hollow, frenzied ambition”–we, like Guy, are capable of putting immediate
reward above the eternal soul. “Evil, in the eyes of Rosemary’s Baby,” Mindness therefore
suggested, “is the handiwork of everyman.” (p. 499).

8. Although from a more intimate perspective, one of Polanski’s ex-wives observed that
his films portray women as if they deserve to be humiliated. She claimed, however, that
this was the vengeful result of her having “dumped him” (Parker, 1993).

9. Applying an images-of-women approach to women’s roles in 1960s films, Molly
Haskell (1974/1987) also argued that the film did not generate enough sympathy for
Rosemary until it was too late. She claimed, “In Polanski’s tortured, paranoid universe,
the woman, simply by being susceptible to ‘impregnation’ by something outside her, is a
potential carrier of evil” (p. 347). In Haskell’s view, Polanski does not criticize the “plight
of woman as victim” and instead sexualizes her passivity. 
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10. In what would seem a rather odd move were it not for the fact that he was a science-
fiction writer, Ray Bradbury (1969) then wrote a new ending for the film which involved
Rosemary grabbing the baby, running to a church, placing the baby on the altar, and
beseeching, “O Lord, O God, O Lord God. Take back your Son!” (p. 10). Bradbury’s
rationale for the new ending was that because Lucifer was once one of God’s angels, and
because God is forgiving, God couldn’t refuse the needful prayers offered by the
“blameless and sore-tired” mother Rosemary.

11. The Motion Picture Association of America’s ratings system was implemented in
November, 1968, just over four months after the release of Rosemary’s Baby. In Variety’s
early review of the film (Murf., 1968), we can see that it was released when the
Production Code was still in effect. The reviewer wrote that “it probably is the first U.S.-
made major studio film to utilize a four-letter English-language vulgarism, of debatable
justification”; “it is inexplicable that Paramount would resist the Production Code
Authority” (p. 6). Based upon my viewing of the film, “shit” appears to be the four-letter
word in question.

12. Carol Clover (1992), presuming that the horror movie audience is mostly male,
similarly argues that occult/possession films such as Rosemary’s Baby are stories about a
“man in crisis” (p. 65). But Clover, arguing from a psychoanalytic perspective, claims that
these films put the “female body on the line only in order to put the male psyche on the
line” (p. 86). According to Clover, for a male character to survive in an occult/possession
film, he must abandon rational, scientific explanations of the world and accept irrational
(i.e., feminine) beliefs in the supernatural. Doing so, however, forces the male psyche into
a vulnerable, internal dilemma. It is through the female body–as the physical portal to the
supernatural–that the male is then able to resolve this dilemma. More specifically, it is
through the penetratable female body that the male is able to recognize his own need to
“open up” emotionally. In other words, Clover contends that the male’s internal openness
is visually represented by the vulnerability–the possession–of the female body. With regard
to Rosemary’s Baby, Clover concludes that it is ultimately a story about Guy emotionally
preparing for his unwelcome fatherhood.

13. Other readings of The Shining (1980) (e.g., Cook, 1984; Manchel, 1995) similarly
conclude that Jack–the psychotic, monstrous father who tries to kill his wife and
child–represents men’s loss of authority within the family. Although the 1987 film The
Stepfather also explicitly features a father obsessed with regaining his patriarchal
authority, several scholars have argued that it effectively challenges the idealized nuclear
family: Patricia Erens (1987-88/1996) finds that it valorizes the mother-daughter
relationship and that “No film better critiques the family institution” (p. 356); Tony
Williams (1996) claims that The Stepfather is “by no means supportive of the status quo”
(p. 165); and Isabel Pinedo (1997) believes that the film justifies women’s aggression
against violent men. In a similar vein, while discussing the 1990 remake of Night of the
Living Dead, Barry Keith Grant (1992/1996b) states that “it is hysterical masculinity that
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is truly horrifying” (p. 210) and thus concludes that the film may have “possible value for
progressive gender politics” (p. 211).

14. The other four archetypal female monsters identified by Barbara Creed (1993) are the
vampire (e.g., The Hunger, 1983), the witch (e.g., Carrie, 1976), the possessed (e.g., The
Exorcist, 1973), and the castrator (e.g., I Spit on Your Grave, 1978, the subject of
Chapter 5 herein).

15. It is interesting to note that Lucy Fischer’s (1992/1996) and Jenny Diski’s (1995)
similar assessments of Rosemary’s mental state sound remarkably similar to the ones
offered by early reviewers Henry Hart (1968) and Robert Hatch (1968). But whereas Hart
and Hatch condescendingly passed off Rosemary as, ostensibly, just another crazy
pregnant woman, Fischer and Diski, writing a quarter-century later, read Rosemary’s
normalcy sympathetically and critically, suggesting that pregnancy isn’t all that it’s cracked
up to be.

16. Although, Jenny Diski (1995) contends, “Pregnancy is the state in which women are
most alien to men,” she follows this with, “it’s also the state in which they may be most
alien to themselves” (p. 12). 

17. Ruth Cowan (1994) explains that prenatal testing is a relatively recent development,
starting around 1950 but not taking shape in a form we now recognize until the mid-
1970s. In the early 1950s, medical specialists could check for the incompatibility between
a Rh-negative mother and a fetus through a relatively simple and inexpensive amniotic tap.
In 1955, researchers discovered that the sex of a fetus could be determined in order to
identify sex-linked diseases such as hemophilia. This was followed in 1959 by the
discovery that Down syndrome could be detected. Then, in 1960, the amniocentesis was
developed as a means of obtaining the fetal tissue necessary to make such diagnoses.

18. As Celeste Condit (1990) and Rosalind Petchesky (1990) explain, fetal imaging
technology gave pro-life supporters their strongest ammunition after Roe v. Wade was
decided in 1973; it enabled them to visually ‘prove’ that a fetus is a person. According to
Condit, the oversized fetal image has provided a rhetorical symbol stronger than any that
the pro-choice movement has, such as the image of a wire hanger meant to symbolize the
danger posed by back-alley abortions to women. Ruth Rosen (2000) relays that perhaps
one million illegal abortions were performed each year prior to the Roe v. Wade decision
in 1973, and of those, 5,000 women died.

19. Kathleen Jamieson (1975) defines a papal encyclical as a document written on behalf
of Christ in order to guide people through serious moral dilemmas. In this case, Pope Paul
VI saw the increase of reproductive technologies as a ‘serious moral dilemma.’
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20. Roman Polanski was indicted in 1977 on six felony counts of drugging and having
unlawful sexual intercourse with a thirteen-year-old girl and faced up to fifty years in
prison if convicted. Although he pleaded guilty, Polanski fled the U.S. for France before
sentencing in 1978 and has never returned. In September 2009, however, Swiss authorities
detained Polanski, and as of April 2010, he was under house arrest (at a luxurious chalet
in Gstaad) while awaiting possible extradition to California.
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CHAPTER 5: THE ANTI-RAPE MOVEMENT & I SPIT ON YOUR GRAVE

The plot: Four small-town men hunt down, brutally beat, and repeatedly rape a

young, single woman visiting from New York City, leaving her for dead; but she survives

and kills each man–hanging one during intercourse, slicing off another’s penis during

foreplay, axing the third in the back, chopping up the last with the propeller of an

outboard motor–and she appears to get away with it. On July 16, 1980, Chicago Sun-

Times film critic Roger Ebert wrote of this film,

A vile bag of garbage named “I Spit on Your Grave” is playing in Chicago theaters
this week. It is a movie so sick, reprehensible and contemptible that I can hardly
believe it’s playing in respectable theaters. . . . Attending it was one of the most
depressing experiences of my life. (¶ 1) . . . This movie is an expression of the most
diseased and perverted darker human natures. (¶ 9)

So disturbed, Ebert, along with his Chicago Tribune counterpart, Gene Siskel, used the

media at their disposal–their newspapers, their PBS series Sneak Previews, and

appearances on television news and talk shows–to send out a public warning against what

Ebert (1981) referred to as the new “women-in-danger films” and their “sick attitude

toward women” (p. 55). As a result, the graphic rape-revenge film I Spit on Your Grave

became synonymous with notorious filmmaking and, upon its release to home video, a

target of international censors. To this day, I Spit on Your Grave remains a standard

reference for popular reviewers, casual bloggers, and serious scholars alike when the

discussion turns to the legacy of 1970s horror and exploitation cinema. 

But what has not been adequately explored is the complicated discursive

relationship between this infamous film about rape and another well publicized product of

the 1970s: the radical feminist anti-rape movement. Unlike Rosemary’s Baby (1968),

released just before the second-wave women’s movement gained national attention, I Spit

on Your Grave was released–first in 1978 as, tellingly, Day of the Woman and then in

1980 under the provocative new title–after a decade of “women’s lib.” As for the issue of

rape, Marie Bevacqua (2000) indicates that it became “an item on the public agenda and . .

. a policy issue between 1973 and 1980” (p. 16), and that “On few other issues was the

women’s movement able to garner as much widespread public ideological support as it did
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with rape” (p. 12). When we consider what anti-rape feminists actually said and did in the

1970s, which this chapter does at length, it is remarkable how overtly and thoroughly I

Spit on Your Grave confronted the very myths about rape and attitudes toward women

that radical feminists had challenged, as well as represented the controversial feminist act

of “fighting back.” 

Yet, when I Spit on Your Grave appeared in 1980, not only had the women’s

movement been subjected to years of backlash, public concern about rape had already

reached its apex and was on the decline.  Bevacqua (2000) observes, 1

By the beginning of the 1980s, rape was not the “hot” issue it had been in 1972.
The American public’s outrage had diminished, as had the shock value of news
coverage of the issue. The persistence and success of activists in making it an issue
in the 1970s removed the taboo from public discussion, and culminated in a certain
boredom once the topic’s novelty had worn off. (p. 152)

Furthermore, in Confronting Rape (1994), Nancy Matthews identifies that “1979 was a

turning point in the anti-rape movement” (p. 65). This, according to Matthews, was when

the effects of the state’s “conservatizing influence on the movement” became visible (p.

xiv). Through the professionalization of rape crisis work and the sponsorship of such

social services, state involvement shifted the focus of the anti-rape movement from

“changing social relations in order to prevent rape” to “therapeutically managing the

aftermath of rape” (p. xix) and, consequently, “recast the feminist definition of rape as a

political issue into the problem of an individual victim” (p. 8). When we then examine

responses to I Spit on Your Grave, it becomes clear that, despite its representation of

radical feminist messages, the film had tapped into a rape discourse that had been

influenced by feminism but not entirely changed by it.

This chapter therefore argues that I Spit on Your Grave (hereafter, Spit) is a clear

and significant case in which a film and its critical reception negotiated radical feminism

and the anti-rape movement. Defenders of Spit have suggested that it was basically a pro-

woman film because it encouraged identification with, at least sympathy for, the rape

victim, Jennifer, and her acts of vengeance. But Ebert (1981), a Pulitzer Prize-winning

critic whose public flaying of Spit surely influenced others’ reception, reviled it because it
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was “antifemale” (p. 55). Why? Besides conflating Spit and the popular “slasher” films of

the day, Ebert virtually ignored Jennifer’s retribution and resented that the film’s

“directness” led its “respectable” male viewers to identify with the “demented” rapists (p.

54). Scholars, most notably Carol Clover (1992), Barbara Creed (1993), and Peter

Lehman (1993), however, have focused more on the revenge, particularly the castration.

Yet, their reliance upon ahistorical psychoanalytic theories have directed them to do so at

the expense of the rapes and to sustain the views that rapists are abnormal and that the

feminine is inferior, monstrous, or simply irrelevant. Now, it is not my intent to dispute

Ebert’s and their interpretations of Spit per se. Instead, I hope to show that this reception

reveals the containment of the radical feminist critique of rape, which itself can be

attributed to the ideological and structural transformations of the anti-rape movement, and

second-wave feminism in general, that had occurred by the early 1980s. These changes are

central to my larger narrative and purpose because examining them allows us to better

understand how and why radical feminism gave way to cultural feminism and feminists’

concern about rape (d)evolved into the much maligned crusade against pornography,

questions I will explore further in Chapter 6. But first, I’ll review the origins and

arguments of the feminist anti-rape movement.

Feminists Confront Rape

Although Susan Brownmiller’s epic treatise Against Our Will: Men, Women and

Rape may have been “the first widely read volume to address rape” (Bevacqua, 2000, pp.

10-11), its publication in 1975 coincided more with the peak of the anti-rape movement

than its beginning. Decades earlier, Ruth Herschberger, in Adam’s Rib (1948/1970), and

Simone de Beauvoir, in The Second Sex (1949/1989), each had identified rape as an act of

domination rooted in the social construction of female passivity and male aggressiveness.

But at that time, there was no ‘women’s movement’ to address the issue further. When the

founding of the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966 signaled the dawn of

such a movement, rape, however, was not on the liberal organization’s agenda, no doubt

due to its members’ focus on women’s vocational advancement and wish to avoid issues
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related to sexuality, except for abortion (see Chapter 2). Instead, it took small, dispersive

groups of radical feminists and their contrary focus on the sexual oppression of women

until 1970 to go beyond reproductive rights and make rape a major feminist concern and,

shortly thereafter, a public one. In Rape: The Price of Coercive Sexuality (1977), Lorenne

Clark and Debra Lewis stated, 

No other subject better illustrates the terrible price women pay for living in a
fundamentally sexist society, and it is not accidental that the issues which most
deeply concern feminists have all revolved around the female sexual and
reproductive function. The logical end of such concerns is an analysis of rape. (p.
30)

Rape emerged as a serious issue out of radical feminist consciousness-raising (C-

R). The goal of C-R, as explained in Chapter 2, was for women to share (often in intimate

detail) their own concrete experiences with sexism, recognize that their experiences were

often common among women, and then view these patterns of experience in light of the

totality of patriarchy. In the process, women’s ‘personal problems’–from orgasms to

housework–were framed as political issues. While it’s safe to assume that feminists always

knew that rape was a bad thing, it wasn’t until more women joined C-R groups in 1970,

and those groups began to communicate with each other via the estimated 560 feminist

publications in the U.S. between 1968 and 1973 (Bevacqua, 2000), that they began to

appreciate the scope of rape. As more women shared their stories, radical feminists came

to the conclusion that “rape is not a personal misfortune but an experience shared by all

women in one form or another. When more than two people have suffered the same

oppression the problem is no longer personal but political—and rape is a political matter”

(Manhart & Rush, 1974, n.p.). Put another way, “Through the process of consciousness-

raising, women moved on from the discovery that sexual assault was not just an individual

and unique experience to the realization that rape, as an issue, was a means of analyzing

the psychological and political structures of oppression in our society” (Connell & Wilson,

1974b, p. 3). In less sophisticated but no less accurate terms, “The more they talked the

angrier they became, and thus was born the feminists’ war against rape” (Csida & Csida,

1974, p. 134).
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Speaking-Out

New York Radical Feminists (NYRF), of which Brownmiller was a member, was

the first group to formally take its C-R on rape public. Inspired by its progenitor,

Redstockings, who had held a “speak-out” on abortion in 1969 (see Chapter 2), NYRF

sponsored a speak-out on rape on January 24, 1971, followed on April 17 by a day-long

rape conference, which included another speak-out as well as workshops on topics such as

the psychology of the rapist, medical and legal issues concerning rape, the cultural climate

of rape, rape’s role in marriage and prostitution, and self-defense, the last of which

received coverage in The New York Times (Bevacqua, 2000). 

But as NYRF’s Noreen Connell and Cassandra Wilson (1974b) explained, the

purpose of speaking-out was not only to draw attention to an issue; through “personal and

factual testimony by women about themselves” (p. 28), “it is also an attempt to define

one’s own experience, sometimes in the face of a male definition of that experience, one

which serves to support male supremacy” (p. 27). When it came to rape, the male-

dominated media, professional, and academic establishments portrayed it as either an

outrageous act committed by a sexual deviant or, more often, the result of a woman’s

provocation. Redstockings had declared that “women were the only true experts on

unwanted pregnancy and abortion” (p. 28, italics orig.), and according to NYRF, the same

applied to rape: “Speaking-out about rape is an attempt to destroy the power of the ‘top

dogs’ to place blame on women for crimes committed solely by men. It is an act that

hopes to combat self-serving rationalizations with the truth of firsthand experience” (p.

27). As Connell and Wilson’s record of the 1971 speak-out and conference conveys,

dozens of women testified about the sexual humiliation, degradation, and coercion they

had experienced–from child molestation to being “depantsed” as a girl by grade-school

boys (“symbolic rape,” p. 31); from gang rape to masturbating in front of therapists as

“treatment” (“figuratively raped,” p. 32); and being raped by husbands, brothers, friends,

gynecologists, burglars, realtors, parking attendants, and strangers on the street. Over the

next few years, feminist groups from across the U.S. held their own speak-outs and heard
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similar tales. Contrary, then, to what the (male) experts said, rape seemed to be

everywhere, and was something that could be done to any woman, at any time, by any

man. 

The act of speaking-out about rape had several related effects. First, because it

broke the taboo on publicly talking about rape and enabled feminists to redefine it on their

terms, at least initially, speaking-out was seen as a political act in itself. When feminists

first tried to research the subject, they encountered what Susan Griffin, in her landmark

essay “Rape: The All-American Crime” (1971/1977), called a “conspiracy of silence” (p.

314). Despite, or perhaps because of, rape’s ubiquity in women’s lives, Chicago activists

Andra Medea and Kathleen Thompson (1974) observed, “It is a subject which no man will

touch” (p. 14). They, however, asserted, “Rape, and our society’s attitude toward rape,

affects every woman in this country. No woman, whether or not she has ever felt

threatened by an actual rape, can ignore the problem” (p. 3). Second, speaking-out gave

voice to the previously ignored or dismissed victim’s perspective, and what feminists

heard moved them to establish rape crisis centers across the country and demand from law

enforcement, medical, and legal establishments more humane and fair treatment of rape

victims, which I discuss near the end of this chapter. Third, speaking-out exposed the

pervasive myths about rape as well as their sources and effects. This not only served an

educational, large-scale consciousness-raising function for women (to stop shaming and

blaming themselves for being raped) as well as the rest of society (to stop shaming and

blaming women for being raped), it inspired some radicals to “fight back” against rapists

themselves, which I will also discuss later.

Exposing Myths

Connell and Wilson (1974b) noted that a primary reason for NYRF’s speak-out

had been “to counter the myths that (1) women cannot be raped against their will, (2)

women really want to be raped, and (3) women make false accusations” (p. 27). But this

was no easy task. Throughout the 1970s, feminists unearthed a relentless and paradoxical

cycle of beliefs that conveniently excused rape and blamed its victims. Not only were the
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above myths interrelated and connected to a series of others–rape is a natural impulse;

rapists are sexual deviants; only bad girls get raped; women provoke rape; “no” means

“yes”–they were rooted in entrenched notions about the ‘nature’ of women and men.

Feminists blamed many of the myths about rape (as they did many things) on

Freudianism. Brownmiller (1975/1981) wrote, “Freud himself, remarkable as this may

seem, said nothing about rapists”; yet, “We may thank the legacy of Freudian psychology

for fostering a totally inaccurate popular conception of rape” (p. 192). She continued,

“Men have always raped women, but it wasn’t until the advent of Sigmund Freud and his

followers that the male ideology of rape began to rely on the tenet that rape was

something women desired” (p. 350). In The Politics of Rape (1975/1984), Diana Russell

specified, “Freud held the pessimistic view that men are inherently sadistic while women

are innately masochistic. The application of rape is obvious. Men like to rape and women

like to be raped” (p. 266). Similarly, Connell and Wilson (1974b) observed, “there is an

assumption supported by psychiatrists and criminologists that women’s underlying

masochism makes them participants in their own victimization” (p. 27). Lilia Melani and

Linda Fodaski (1974) further explained, “We find Freud remarking that everything active

and powerful is masculine, everything passive and weak is feminine,” and that these

differences find their “fullest expression during the sex act” (p. 84). Because, in their

words, Freud maintained that “the libido (the energy of the sexual instinct) is always

masculine,” the conclusion was that “men assert themselves sexually and women do not”

(p. 84). From these notions, a host of related, but wholly contradictory, beliefs about rape,

the rapist, and the rape victim arose. 

Men can’t help it. One belief was that rape was natural, a byproduct of men’s

innate sexual and aggressive qualities. But at the same time, rape was thought to be rare

because most men had learned not to rape (i.e., well-adjusted men had learned to control,

or repress, their socially inappropriate sexual urges). Therefore, the few men who did rape

were, according to notable Freudians, “infantile” and “neurotic,” “victims of a disease

from which many of them suffer more than their victims” (as cited in Brownmiller,
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1975/1981, p. 193) or, as news media portrayed them, “crazy, sadistic

psychopaths—freaks of society” (Russell, 1975/1984, p. 260). Yet, when it came to cases

in which a ‘normal’ man had allegedly raped, the rape-is-natural theory was conveniently

deployed again, effectively nullifying that a rape had even occurred. Such instances were

then believed to be impulsive sexual acts incited by the woman, as in this scenario: “a man

is walking down the street when a provocatively attired woman causes him to attack her

by her seductive behavior” (Medea & Thompson, 1974, p. 31). In such a situation, it

would be unreasonable to expect the man to be able to contain himself; “Men, it is said,

just are that way. They can’t control themselves” (p. 43, italics orig.). Nor should they,

for if a woman is ‘asking for it,’ then it’s certainly not his fault, nor is it rape. In short,

feminists observed that when it came to rape, “No man is ever guilty. If he did something

bad, it must have been invited” (Russell, p. 44).

Feminists, however, did not accept that rape was natural and impulsive. Besides

gathering women’s testimonies from C-R and speaking-out, anti-rape feminists frequently

cited the work of Menachem Amir (a male criminologist, ironically), who upon studying

the cases of 646 reported rapes in Philadelphia in 1958 and 1960, found that most rapes

were planned–58% of those committed by individual men, 83% of those by pairs, and

90% of those by groups (Horos, 1974). According to Griffin (1971/1977), such figures

“should significantly discredit the image of the rapist as a man who is suddenly overcome

by sexual needs society does not allow him to fulfill” (p. 315). And if rape was not

impulsive, then, Griffin reasoned, it followed that neither was it natural: “Rape is held to

be natural behavior, and not to rape must be learned. But in truth rape is not universal to

the human species. . . . Far from the social control of rape being learned, comparisons with

other cultures lead one to suspect that, in our society, it is rape that is learned” (pp. 316-

317, italics added).

Indeed, much of feminist anti-rape literature addressed the meaning of rape and

where and why it is learned. As for where, Connell and Wilson (1974b) claimed,

“Violence toward women is not only pervasive, it is perpetuated by the total psycho-
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sexual system,” including “the courts, law enforcement, social welfare agencies,

psychiatry, films, novels, hospitals, publishing, and government, on every level” (p. 59). In

“Rape: An Act of Terror” (1971/1973), Barbara Mehrhof and Pamela Kearon similarly

stated, “It is preached by male-controlled and all-pervasive media with only a minimum of

disguise and restraint. It is communicated to the male population as an act of freedom and

strength and a male right to never to be denied” (p. 233). As for why, Mehrhof and

Kearon declared that rape “is an effective political device. It is not an arbitrary act of

violence by one individual on another; it is a political act of oppression . . . exercised by

members of a powerful class on members of the powerless class” (p. 233, italics orig.).

Mary Ann Manhart and Florence Rush, authors of the “New York Radical Feminists

Manifesto” (1974), declared further, 

Man has invented standards of superiority (male) and inferiority (female).
Unsupported by reality as this idea is, man is always uneasy and threatened by the
possibility that woman will one day claim her full right to human existence, so he
has found ways to enslave her. He has married her, and through the family, binds
her to him as wife and mother to his children. He has kept her helpless and
dependent, forcing her to work when he needed her labor, isolating her, beating
her (physically or psychologically), and as a final proof of his power and her
debasement as a possession, a thing, a chunk of meat, he has raped her. The act of
rape is the logical expression of the essential relationship now existing between
men and women. (n.p.)

From this perspective, feminists redefined rape: “Rape is a punishment without crime or

guilt—at least not subjective guilt. It is punishment rather for the objective crime of

femaleness” (Mehrhof & Kearon, p. 230, italics orig.); “Rape is the exposure of the public

lie that women are respected as persons” (Shafer & Fry, 1977, p. 343); and “Rape is all

the hatred, contempt, and oppression of women in this society concentrated in one act”

(Medea & Thompson, 1974, p. 11). Therefore, in Melani and Fodaski’s (1974) words,

“rape is fundamentally an aggressive rather than a sexual act . . . its motivation and

dynamics arise out of hostility rather than sexual need, and this hostility is only the final

expression in a series of indignities and prejudices continually heaped on women in this

culture” (p. 82). 
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Again, feminists turned to the work of Amir to help discredit the beliefs that rape

was a sexual act and one committed only by deviant men. From the cases he examined,

Amir concluded that the offenders had “normal sexual personalities, differing from the

well-adjusted male in only one regard. Amir’s rapists exhibited often [an] overwhelming

tendency toward expressing violence and rage,” and, in 87% of the cases, the rapist had

carried a weapon or threatened to kill the victim (Horos, 1974, p. 17, italics added).

Accordingly, Griffin (1971/1977) characterized rape as “an act of violence which, if not

actually followed by beatings or murder, nevertheless always carries with it the threat of

death” (p. 331), and she declared that “though the theory that rapists are insane is a

popular one, this belief has no basis in fact” (p. 315). As Clark and Lewis (1977) put it,

“What the social scientists have given us, then, is the insight that the rapist is no different

from other heterosexual males whose chosen sexual objects are adult women” (p. 136).

Mehrhof and Kearon (1971/1973) thus warned, “There is no sign that designates a rapist

since each male is potentially one” (p. 230). Indeed, Medea and Thompson (1974) boldly

(and indecorously) stated, “most men in this country are potential rapists” (p. 29); “If an

ordinary woman is a piece of ass, a box, a lay, a cunt, a hippie chick, a whore, then the

ordinary man is a rapist. The man who asks another, ‘Did you score? Does she put out?

Had any lately?’ is a potential rapist” (p. 31).

Women ask for it. While evidence that ordinary men rape was essential to

feminists’ claim that rape was a political device which oppressed all women, they still had

to address the other side of the Freudian equation–that ordinary women want to be raped.

According to Griffin (1971/1977), “The theory that women like being raped extends itself

by deduction into the proposition that most or much of rape is provoked by the victim.

But this, too, is only a myth” (p. 316). Why women purportedly wanted to be raped was

clear: They wanted to be dominated because that was their ‘nature.’ But how women

provoked rape was more complicated. It was a belief that relied upon what Russell

(1975/1984) called the “internalization of the good girl-bad girl dichotomy” (p. 35), as

well as centuries-old laws and traditions which maintained that women were men’s



218

property.

Because, as the theory went, women were passive and weak, they could not

protect themselves from rape; thus, they needed the strength of men to shield them from,

paradoxically, the threat of men. Carolyn Shafer and Marilyn Fry (1977) observed,

“Facing the world alone, the woman discovers or rediscovers that she is chronically liable

to exploitation and victimization so long as she is without male support and protection”

(p. 342). In theory, then, a woman’s male family members (father and brothers, then

husband) were to protect her from other men. But, Griffin (1971/1977) noted, “women do

not get chivalry for free” (p. 320). In exchange for protection, a woman was to submit to

her protectors’ wishes (e.g., a bride’s vow to “obey”) as well as remain chaste until

marriage, then faithful. This, Clark and Lewis (1977) explained, was due to “the belief that

women’s sexual and reproductive functions are not their own property, and that rights

over the distribution of female sexuality and reproduction lie in the hands of women’s

male owners” (p. 125). Moreover, this belief was legally sanctioned; Griffin pointed out

that, like marriage laws, “The laws against rape exist to protect rights of the male as

possessor of the female body, and not the right of the female over her own body” (p. 327).

In short, because a woman’s ‘value’ to men depended upon her purity and fidelity, women

needed to be “good girls” to receive the protection necessary to avoid rape.

It thus followed that “bad girls”–those who were not submissive or chaste–neither

needed protection (they were already ‘damaged goods’) nor deserved it (they were, in

effect, thieves for giving away ‘assets’ that weren’t theirs to give away). Hence the belief

that only bad girls get raped, and rightfully so. But at the same time, because of the bad

girl’s status as worthless property and her reputation as a bad girl, it was assumed that

further sexual advances from men were acceptable, even welcome, and, therefore, she

couldn’t even be raped. As Medea and Thompson (1974) put it, “Rape does not apply to a

woman who falls outside the limits of respectability; she is just a free lay” (p. 45).  Clark2

and Lewis (1977) also affirmed, “The one clear and absolutely striking pattern revealed by

our research, was the extent to which reported rapes are acknowledged to be ‘real’ only if



219

they involve certain types of victims” (p. 111).

That some rapes were considered ‘real,’ however, revealed that a good girl could

indeed be raped, and, for feminists, it was precisely her ‘goodness’ that made her more

susceptible to rape. The central tenet of radical feminism was that passivity in women and

dominance in men were not naturally occurring but learned traits–the result of being

socially conditioned in accordance with patriarchal ideology (see Chapter 2). As this

applies to rape, Mehrhof and Kearon (1971/1973) explained, “The woman assaulted by a

rapist is not merely hampered by real or imagined lack of kinetic energy relative to the

attacker; she is also restricted by her fragile sense of her own reality and worth” (p. 230).

Medea and Thompson (1974) similarly noted that “the woman who lives up, or down, to

the feminine ideal is weak. She is unprotected against her ‘natural’ opposite, the

‘aggressive male,’” and therefore compelled to trust ‘nice’ men and seek their protection

(p. 22, italics orig.). Yet, this protection was not only conditional (it required her

compliance and sexual fidelity), it was illusory (it depended upon her continued

weakness). In Griffin’s (1971/1977) words, 

As a final irony, that same system of sexual values from which chivalry is derived
has also provided womankind with an unwritten code of behavior, called
femininity, which makes a feminine woman the perfect victim of sexual aggression.
If being chaste does not ward off the possibility of assault, being feminine certainly
increases the chances that it will succeed. (p. 324)

Put another way, “chivalry is an age-old protection racket which depends for its existence

on rape” (p. 320). As a result, a good girl was just as vulnerable as a bad girl, and when

she was raped, she too was considered “impure, ‘spoiled goods’” (Russell, 1975/1984, p.

62). Plus, there was often speculation that maybe she hadn’t been such a good girl after

all, for “If she were innocent she wouldn’t have been raped” (p. 62). In other words,

“collusion on the part of the victim is usually suspected” (p. 82), “which would seem to

render the word ‘rape’ meaningless” (p. 87).

According to feminists, then, women were caught in a series of impossible

dilemmas in which no matter what they did, good or bad, they were seen as agreeing or

asking to be raped. One dilemma involved women’s appearance. Russell (1975/1984)
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observed that “Women are taught to make themselves attractive to men. Those who don’t

are ignored by men or incur their displeasure. But if they become victims of sexual assault,

they are immediately suspected of collusion” (p. 44). Melani and Fodaski (1974) likewise

concluded,

A woman who is enticing “asks for it.” It seems, then, that woman is trapped by a
contradictory and paradoxical set of demands and expectations. She is
programmed from the beginning to groom herself, to adorn herself, to display
herself. Yet she remains vulnerable to attack when and because she performs these
functions. (p. 92, italics added)

Similarly, while women were expected, even required, to be weak and compliant, if raped,

they were often blamed, by others and themselves, for being weak and compliant. This, in

turn, fed the confounding notion that women cannot be raped against their will, which

presupposed that if women didn’t really want to be raped they would resist or fight back,

even though they had been conditioned not to. (This was a main reason why feminists

advocated self-defense training for women.) Moreover, while women were taught to

charm and oblige men (otherwise, they’d be considered rude) in order to attract and

satisfy men (whom they needed for protection), they were, at the same time, supposed to

say “no” to sex in order to remain chaste. But when women did charm men and then

didn’t ‘follow through,’ they were seen as ‘teases’ who “forced” men to rape them.  So,3

while women were told to acquiesce to men, if they did so, they were ‘easy’ and unchaste

and thus brought rape on themselves; and while women were told to refuse sex, if they did

so, they were rude and noncompliant and thus brought rape on themselves. Besides, as

Griffin (1971/1977) pointed out, men often didn’t take women’s resistance seriously and

interpreted “no” as “yes” anyway because they believed that women (masochists that they

were) really wanted to be dominated and only coyly said “no” to avoid looking like bad

girls. This belief, then, further explained the notion that women, rather than be seen as

bad, often lied about having been raped.

In short, what these frustrating contradictions amounted to was continued support

for the myth that women want to be raped and thus provoke it. With regard to the no-win

nature of the myth, Mehrhof and Kearon (1971/1973) observed that rape “is primarily a



221

lesson for the whole class of women—a strange lesson, in that it doesn’t teach a form of

behavior which will save women from it” (p. 230). For Medea and Thompson (1974), the

myth also showed that while women were said to be the ‘weaker’ sex, they were

nonetheless expected to control not only their own behaviors but men’s as well: “The

woman is placed in an impossible situation. She is responsible for her actions, his actions,

his interpretations of her actions—in short, for everything that could possibly give him an

excuse to ‘lose control’” (p. 43). And as I discuss next, this is precisely what the rapists in

I Spit on Your Grave believed. While Spit allowed the myths about rape to be expressed, it

also encouraged (nay, demanded) through its unflinchingly raw depiction of rape that the

rationale behind the myths be explored.

Spit Confronts the Myths

In Watching Rape (2001), Sarah Projansky argues that rape has been driving film

narratives, across genres, since 1903. Given what I’ve just discussed, it is not surprising

that she finds that “two seemingly antithetical types of narratives are common” (p. 30):

While some female characters are raped because they are too vulnerable, which suggests

that they should have been more self-sufficient, others are raped because they are too self-

sufficient and thus “the films use rape to discipline independent women into vulnerability”

(p. 32). Projansky also asks how films have represented rape during periods of visible

feminist activism, such as the 1910s and 1970s. Although Projansky’s analyses focus more

on representations of rape post-feminism (i.e., post-1980), she claims that because rape

became a prominent feminist issue in the 1970s, when films from that era represent rape,

“by definition, they at least implicitly also represent feminism” (p. 54). Moreover, despite

only mentioning Spit once, Projansky acknowledges that self-defense and revenge were

central in feminist anti-rape discourse and posits that “1970s rape-revenge films offer an

entire genre with the potential to articulate a feminist response to rape” (p. 60).

Although neither the word “rape” nor “feminist” was ever uttered in Spit, the film

was far from subtle, not only during the twenty-five minutes in which Jennifer is attacked,

but also in its negotiation of the myths about rape. Spit didn’t just show a woman being
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raped, it offered the reasons for her rape. Or, more accurately, the film took traditional

(i.e., patriarchal) beliefs about rape and scornful attitudes toward women–the same ones

exposed and disputed by feminists–and allowed the rapists to explicitly articulate them.

Yet, in confirming many of the feminist arguments about rape, the film, at the very least,

questioned the validity of the rapists’ claims and whether the attack on Jennifer was

justified.

Before the rapes even begin, we hear the rapists’ contemptuous view of women,

one in which “broads” are merely undifferentiated sex objects or, if from New York or

California, sex fiends. Upon arriving in a rural Connecticut town, New York City-girl

Jennifer Hills stops to stretch her legs and fill up her car with gas. At the station, she gets

directions from the attendant, Johnny, and notices two slacker-types, Andy and Stanley,

hanging around outside. After settling into the secluded riverside home that she’s rented

for the summer, Jennifer then meets Matthew, the mentally challenged man-child who

delivers her groceries. Although Matthew claims that Jennifer hails from “an evil place,”

he develops a crush on the “new chick,” which he soon conveys to the other three men,

along with the fib that he “saw her tits.” Andy and Stanley tease Matthew for being a

virgin, but Johnny assures them, “Yea, but he’s not gonna stay one for long. We’re gonna

fix him up with a broad.” Matthew, however, doesn’t want just any ‘broad,’ he wants a

“special” one. “What’s a ‘special’ broad?” Johnny asks. After Matthew replies, “Miss Hills

is special. . . . She also gave me a dollar for a tip,” Stanley says mockingly, “Ah, he got a

peek at her tits and already she’s special,” and Johnny claims, “New York broads are all

loaded.” Stanley, who generally thinks “women are full of shit,” also contends that New

York broads “fuck around a lot.” He boasts, “One day I’m gonna go to New York and

fuck all the broads there. . . . I mean chicks come from all over the country and they go to

the Village for one reason, and that’s to get laid.” Andy chimes in, “I’m gonna do the

same in California. . . . Sunset Strip is just swarming with chicks looking to get laid.”

From this, it’s already clear that the men presume not only that Jennifer is a ‘bad girl’

“looking to get laid” because she hails from New York City but that they can “fuck” such
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a girl whenever they want.

When the attack against Jennifer begins then, we can virtually check off one by one

the beliefs and behaviors that feminists had associated with rape. One afternoon, while

Jennifer is relaxing and sunning herself in a canoe, Andy and Stanley begin to wildly

encircle her in their motorboat, finally taking hold of her canoe’s tow-rope and pulling it

to a remote location in the woods. When Jennifer screams and swings a paddle at them,

they grab at her and laugh, “Whoa, she’s a wild one.” Andy and Stanley hoot and holler as

they chase her through the woods, and Jennifer hurls a large tree branch at them. But she

is suddenly knocked to the ground by Johnny, who’s clearly been waiting for them. Johnny

tears off her bikini, tells Andy and Stanley to hold her down, and yells to Matthew, who’s

hiding in the bushes, “The broad’s all yours, come on. . . . We got her for you.” When

Matthew is unwilling (or unable) to ‘perform,’ he helps restrain Jennifer, who struggles

and screams to “stop it” the entire time, while Johnny rapes her. From this sequence, then,

it’s obvious that the attack was planned, not impulsive, and that the rapists indeed view

Jennifer as their property (she’s “all yours”; “we got her for you”). In addition, although

Jennifer gives no indication that she enjoys being abducted, slapped, stripped, or raped

(quite the opposite), the rapists fail to take her verbal and physical protests seriously; they

laugh at her or tell her, as Johnny does, to just “relax.” Finally, given that Johnny admits

that they’ve taken Jennifer for the purpose of deflowering Matthew, it’s clear that the

rapists see little to no difference between sex and rape, which they continue to express as

the assault continues and becomes more violent.

After Johnny ‘finishes,’ Jennifer, naked and disheveled, crawls, then stumbles

away. The men, however, surround her again. They approach slowly (really, like predators

with their prey), but when she tries to flee, they grab her, this time spreading her face-

down across a large rock. Andy, now, punches Jennifer hard and, based upon her position

and the bloodcurdling scream she lets out, appears to sodomize her. The men leave her

there, and Jennifer, now covered in mud and blood, somehow manages to make it back

home. But just as she is about to call for help, the phone is kicked out of her hand by
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Stanley. Jennifer bites his leg and pulls his hair, and he slaps her repeatedly across the face.

He and Andy then continue to goad Matthew: “Come on, Tiger, don’t miss your chance.

Try it, it’ll be good, you’ll see. It’s now or never.” Finally mustering the ‘courage,’

Matthew strips off his clothes, gets on top of Jennifer, thrusts, but can’t climax. So,

Stanley readies to take his turn. Jennifer, barely conscious at this point however, covers

her genitals and says softly, “Please, I’m hurt,” and offers to stimulate him with her hand.

Stanley replies, “Total submission–that’s what I like in a woman.” But rather than accept

her offer, he slams a whiskey bottle between her legs, straddles her face, and demands,

“Suck it, bitch.” He continues to beat and kick Jennifer until Johnny says it’s time to go.

Fearful that she will report them, Johnny then orders Matthew to kill Jennifer. He doesn’t,

but tells the others he did.

Over the next two weeks, Jennifer’s physical wounds begin to heal, and the rapists

begin to wonder why they haven’t heard about a body being found (a corpse in the

summer heat and all). Johnny therefore sends Andy and Stanley to investigate. When they

drive by her home in their boat, they see her sitting outside, and she sees them. The other

men are furious with Matthew for not killing Jennifer and beat him for his incompetence.

Meanwhile, Jennifer drives to a church, kneels at the altar, and says simply, “Forgive me,”

presumably for what she’s about to do.

If what they’ve already done isn’t bad enough, when Jennifer confronts the rapists,

they, as feminists could have predicted, blame either her or one of the other men for

what’s happened. Knowing that Matthew will be given the job, Jennifer places an order

for groceries. When he arrives, she greets him in a translucent white robe and lures him to

the river. While feebly raising a knife to her, Matthew whines, “I hate you. . . . You’ve

brought nothing but bad luck with you. I have no friends now because of you. . . . I’m

sorry I have to do this. I’m also sorry for what I did to you with them. It wasn’t my idea.”

Unmoved by his ‘apology,’ Jennifer easily seduces Matthew into lowering the knife and

allows him to have sex with her. But just as he’s about to orgasm, she slips a noose

around his neck, hangs him from a tree, and dumps his body in the river. Jennifer targets
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Johnny next, but I’ll get back to him.

After Matthew and Johnny both disappear, Andy and Stanley again pursue

Jennifer. Considering this is the fourth time these two have driven to her home in their

noisy boat, she hears them coming and dispatches them fairly quickly. Jennifer sticks the

ax with which they had brought to kill her into Andy’s back, and she pushes Stanley out of

the boat and drives it around him, just as they had done to her. When she turns off the

boat, Stanley, who’s been calling her a “goddamn slut” to this point, hangs onto the motor

and pleads anxiously, “Please, help me. I don’t wanna die. Listen, I didn’t wanna do it to

you. I’m sorry, I really am. It was Johnny. Johnny talked me into it. Johnny made me do

it.” So, just as Matthew had, Stanley blames someone else and says he’s sorry, but less for

what he’s done to Jennifer than for how it effects him. In response, Jennifer utters

Stanley’s own words back to him, “Suck it, bitch,” and restarts the motor, chopping him

up in the process. The credits roll as Jennifer, slightly smirking, speeds away in the boat.

Returning now to Johnny, Jennifer’s revenge against him is the most spectacular

and notorious. But it is also his behavior during their interaction that is most consistent

with how feminists claimed men would typically react–with no guilt. Jennifer drives to the

gas station and, at first, Johnny is hesitant to approach her. But when she flirtatiously plays

with her hair, he gets into her car and says, “I knew you were gonna like it here,”

insinuating that she enjoyed the rapes. They drive to an isolated area, and while he gets

out of the car, Jennifer doesn’t, which prompts Johnny–clearly familiar with yet annoyed

by the demands of chivalry–to ask, “Oh, you want me to open the door for you?” He does,

and Jennifer pulls a gun on him. Yet, rather than take her as a serious threat, Johnny

laughs and says, “You’re kidding.” Jennifer orders him to take off his clothes, but Johnny,

still amused, replies, “You don’t have to force me; I’ll do it to you voluntarily.” When

Jennifer repeats her demand, however, Johnny gets serious and says defiantly, “I don’t like

women giving me orders.” Jennifer quickly shoots at his feet, which seems to help Johnny

understand her intent because, as he removes his clothes, he concedes, “Alright, look, but

you’re after the wrong man. I was conned into this whole thing. Stanley, the dark-haired
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guy? The man is a sex maniac.” When Jennifer fails to drop the gun and orders him to his

knees, Johnny then tries the sympathy approach: “Don’t, please don’t. Look, you can’t do

this to me. I got a family.” Jennifer, who earlier had spied on Johnny at the gas station and

saw his family, responds incredulously, “A nice-looking wife, two beautiful kids–and you

don’t care? No guilty conscience?” In the most important lines of the film, Johnny replies, 

C’mon, this thing with you is a thing that any man would’ve done. You coax a
man into doing it to you. A man gets the message fast. Whether he’s married or
not, a man is just a man. Hey, first thing, you come into the gas station and you
expose your damn sexy legs to me walking back and forth real slow, making sure I
see ‘em good. And then, Matthew delivers the food to your door. Now, he sees
half your tits peeking out at him–tits with no bra. And then, you’re lying in the
canoe, in your bikini, just waiting, like bait.

Seemingly convinced, Jennifer gives Johnny the gun and offers to give him a bath at her

place. While Jennifer massages his neck in the tub, she nonchalantly says that she’s killed

Matthew. But again, Johnny laughs it off: “No you didn’t. . . . You’ve got one fantastic

sense of humor.” As Johnny closes his eyes and Jennifer’s massage moves below the

water, she reaches under the bath mat and uncovers a large knife, the one Matthew had

brought to kill her. After a quick thrust of the blade, blood begins to spurt. Jennifer calmly

leaves the bathroom, locking the door behind her, and puts on a Puccini record to drown

out Johnny’s hysterical screams as he bleeds to death.

In Johnny’s monologue, we can hear that Jennifer has been trapped by the same

myths that feminists claimed ensnared all women. First, he blames the rapes on her actions

and appearance. What of this? When Jennifer, who’s young (late-twenties to early

thirties)  and very slender, first arrives in town, her long, light-brown hair is tied neatly4

into a bun and she’s wearing a modest (i.e., knee-length and not low-cut) button-front

shirtdress–hardly provocative attire. Granted, she does pace in high-heels as Johnny fills

up the tank and eyes her up and down, which he perceives as ‘exposing’ her ‘sexy’ legs to

him. Then, when Jennifer meets Matthew, she’s wearing cut-off denim shorts and a shirt

tied at the waist. Not only is she in her home unpacking at this point, never is a breast

‘peeking out’; her waist-length hair completely covers her chest in this scene. Finally,
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Jennifer does wear a bikini (when in her canoe on the river behind her house), but this

hardly seems unusual when sunbathing on a summer afternoon. I suppose that all of this

could be perceived as ‘seductive’ behavior; Jennifer is a lovely woman who seems

comfortable with her body. But provocation for rape? If you’re a rapist looking for an

excuse, or someone who subscribes to the myths about rape. As mentioned earlier,

feminists identified that while women were taught and expected to be attractive, they were

blamed for being so if raped. Because there was no way out of the dilemma, no matter

what Jennifer looked like or did, someone who wanted to justify raping her could find a

reason.

Second, Johnny contends that “any man” would have raped Jennifer. Here, he

deploys the rape-is-natural theory and confirms how normal he and the other rapists are.

As NYRF’s Mary Ann Manhart (1974) wrote, “women think that the average rapist is a

foaming maniac. The fact is that he is an average man” (p. 216). Johnny (an ex-Marine, we

learn) and Matthew both have ordinary jobs, and Andy and Stanley are both unemployed

loafers. Although Matthew is, as Johnny refers to him, “a half-idiot,” and Andy and

Stanley are “leeches, goofing off all the time,” being dim-witted or lazy does not preclude

them from being “average.” Matthew also mentions his mother at one point, and Andy, his

sister. Johnny, of course, is married with children. In fact, after Johnny disappears, his wife

asserts what a “good” man he is: “My husband fuckin’ never disappears on me. He’s not

that kind of a man. He’s loyal to me. He’s a good father and a good husband.” As Medea

and Thompson (1974) had declared, “It is time, then, for women to stop thinking of

rapists as sick or crazy men. . . . The rapist is the man next door” (p. 36, italics orig.). 

Now, the ferocity of the rapes may imply some abnormality on the rapists’ part,

but feminists argued that this too was par for the course when it came to group rape.

Medea and Thompson (1974) cited Amir’s finding that 25% of rapes are committed by

groups of men and noted, “They follow a definite pattern in which one man, usually the

acknowledged leader of the group, seems to sanction the behavior of the others” (p. 36).

In Spit, Johnny–the one with the job, wife, and most brains–calls all the shots. The authors
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also identified that “rape is often part of a male ritual, like initiation, or chugging beer” (p.

36). In Spit, the first rape is planned so that Matthew can lose his virginity and is,

therefore, a kind of initiation. Griffin (1971/1977) further emphasized that while “bad

boys” (e.g., bikers) were known to “practice sexual initiation through group rape,” “‘good

boys’ engage in the same rites to prove their manhood” (p. 318). Johnny even asks

Matthew after the first rape, “You wanna be a man, don’t ya?” By the third rape at

Jennifer’s house, Andy and Stanley are then prodding Matthew to “Show us what you can

do” and chanting “Go, Go, Go” when he’s on top of her. After recounting a “gruesome”

story about a group of fraternity brothers who raped a mentally disabled woman, Medea

and Thompson wrote,

We have told this story in order to show what normal, red-blooded American boys
are capable of doing . . . with the approval and participation of their peers. These
were not men who had no other access to sexual activity . . . . They were not
deviants in any usual meaning of that term. . . . This was a group activity. . . . It
was the presence of the other men that made the act acceptable; in fact, it was
probably only the presence of the other men that made it attractive. (p. 35)

Citing three studies about group rape, including Amir’s, Griffin also posited, “Far from

discouraging violence, the presence of other men may in fact encourage sadism, and even

cause the behavior” (p. 319). Likewise, Medea and Thompson observed, 

Group rapes are usually characterized by considerable brutality, even though this is
the one situation in which no brutality, no threat even, would be necessary to
subdue the victim. The brutality seems part of the dehumanization of the victim.
And it is most necessary in this sort of rape to make sure that none of the other
men sees the victim as anything more than a contemptible object. (p. 36)

As mentioned earlier, when Matthew expresses feelings for Jennifer, he is mocked. And as

I will discuss shortly, it is clear that the other rapists have no respect for Jennifer or the

work that she is in town to do.

What’s interesting about Spit, then, is that it presented both traditional beliefs

about rape (e.g., rape is sexual and natural; women want and ask for it) and a feminist

response to those beliefs (rape is violent and planned; women don’t want it but their

protests are ignored), thereby opening the door for a range of interpretations. But before I



229

review Spit’s critical reception, it is important to address how the film portrayed the rape

victim, apart from her appearance. Again, Spit showed signs of the feminist critique of

rape in its characters. Not only were the rapists ‘normal,’ Jennifer represented the

quintessential ‘modern’ American woman of the 1970s–independent and career-

oriented–which may very well have been why she was raped. 

Rape & The Liberated Woman

Feminists claimed that independent women–including themselves–were often

targets of rape precisely because of their independence. Because they were not the

(private) property of particular men, this implied that they were not only unprotected but

also every man’s (public) property, or “fair game for all men” (Melani & Fodaski, 1974, p.

85). In Barbara Burris’ (1971/1973) words, “Our bodies are free territory to other male

colonizers when not ‘protected’ by an individual male colonist. What is rape but an

imperialist act upon the territory of our bodies?” (p. 335). In essence, then, an independent

woman was a ‘bad girl’ who, like a prostitute, was considered ‘communal’ property and

therefore didn’t have the right to say “no” to any man (Clark & Lewis, 1977), not that a

bad girl would ever say “no” anyway. From the opening scene of Spit, Jennifer is a solitary

character: She drives several hours alone; she moves into a vacation house alone; and her

plan is to spend the summer alone. For the rapists, this, along with the fact that she’s from

New York City, is reason enough to call her a “slut” and to assume that they have some

right to her. But Jennifer herself suggests that she possesses another trait of a bad girl:

she’s unchaste. During her first encounter with Matthew, he asks Jennifer if she has a

boyfriend, to which she responds, unapologetically, “I have many boyfriends.” Although it

quickly becomes clear that Jennifer’s goal for the summer has nothing to do with men, this

lack of interest in and need for men, ironically, still makes her a bad girl.

We learn that Jennifer is a writer and that she’s come to the quiet town to compose

her first novel in peace. Until now, she’s written only short stories, all of which, notably,

“were published in women’s magazines.” Several scenes establish how serious Jennifer is

about her work. The day before the rapes, Jennifer is in her hammock writing when Andy
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and Stanley first drive by in their boat. She waves politely, but instead of going on their

way, they proceed to rev the motor and drive around in circles to keep her attention.

Unimpressed and irritated with their distracting peacock-like display, Jennifer storms off

back into the house, which may have been perceived as rude on her part.  We see her later5

that evening typing by the fire and reading in bed. Then, during the attack at her house, the

rapists find the typed pages. Andy mockingly reads them aloud while the others laugh, and

then he rips them up and throws the pieces at the half-conscious Jennifer. As she recovers

from the rapes, Jennifer, undeterred, pieces her manuscript back together and starts to

write again. So, not only is Jennifer an attractive, sexually active, and independent City

gal, she’s also characterized as an intelligent woman focused more on her career than on

men. And to men such as Stanley, who likes ‘total submission in women,’ and Johnny,

who ‘doesn’t like women giving him orders,’ this likely suggested that she hadn’t learned

her place.

According to Mehrhof and Kearon (1971/1973), rape’s primary function is to

terrorize women into knowing their place, which means accepting both their role in the

domestic sphere and “the inevitability of male domination” (p. 229). They wrote, “Women

and slaves are relegated to the private sphere which is the vague, hidden, unseen world of

superior/inferior relationships” (p. 228). More specifically, Melani and Fodaski (1974)

argued, “The real motive behind imprisoning the woman in the home is to force her to

perform society’s tasks (e.g., bearing and raising children), and,” they observed, “one way

to keep her there is to make the outside environment threatening to females” (pp. 85-86).

Medea and Thompson (1974) further explained,

There is what might be called a universal curfew on women in this country.
Whenever a woman walks alone at night, whenever she enters a bar or a movie
theater, whenever she hitchhikes, she is aware that she is violating well-established
rules of conduct and, as a result, that she faces the possibility of rape. (pp. 4-5)

Shafer and Fry (1977) also described how rape comprehensively restricts women’s

behavior:

The threat of sexual assault limits the movements of women about their
communities, restricts their access to various services and amusements, restricts
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their pursuit both of comfort and of self-expression in their clothes and personal
styles, portends penalty and punishment for various assertions of their interests and
claims to domain, and greatly restricts the range of possible exploration of sexual
experience and expression. (pp. 342-343)

Rape, then, works in two mutually reinforcing ways: The threat of rape denies women

self-determination, and the act of rape punishes them for “behaving as though they were

free” (Griffin, 1971/1977, p. 331), which, understandably, was of particular concern to all

the newly ‘liberated’ women of the 1970s. While any woman who ignored a man or

refused him sex risked being called rude or a tease, Russell (1975/1984) observed that a

“strong, assertive woman” who “refused to defer to [a man] as a woman should” was also

seen as an “uppity woman” who needed to be “shoved into her rightful place” (p. 231).

She recalled, for instance, when “an angry man on a call-in radio show” exclaimed that

“‘Rape is caused by male anger at female sexism’” (p. 97, italics added). Medea and

Thompson (1974) also relayed a comment made by a man attending a rape conference:

“‘You want to know why women get raped? It’s because they got this attitude. Like,

they’re walking down the street and they’re too good to talk to you.’” To this the authors

replied, “So apparently women are damned both ways—they seem to be looking for it or

they look too good for it, they are touchable or untouchable. Either way, they are eligible

for rape” (p. 5). According to Mehrhof and Kearon (1971/1973), a man’s recognition of a

woman’s strength or accomplishment was a common justification for rape: “he has looked

around and seen women who are more forceful than himself or more educated and

knowledgeable. . . . It is only to be expected that he would strike out against women in

general to regain his manhood” (p. 231). 

Because anti-rape feminists were writing during the 1970s–the era of women’s

liberation and the so-called sexual revolution–this may suggest their failure to account for

the improvements in women’s situation. They contended, however, that little had changed

ideologically or sexually. Russell (1975/1984) reported, “While many ‘hippie’ men reject

the traditional male role as breadwinner and the cultural stereotype of masculine

appearance by wearing long hair and nontraditional clothing, they do not reject the
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traditional female role, nor the sexist notion that males should dominate females” (p. 71).

And while the rhetoric of “free love” promised a nonjudgmental attitude towards sex and

implied everyone’s right to experience sexuality without obligation, the sexual “double

standard persists in spite of the ‘sexual revolution’” (p. 25), with men reaping the benefits:

“‘Sexual freedom’ usually does not mean equality in sex, but rather, that men expect more

women to cater more readily to their sexual needs with no strings attached” (p. 209, italics

orig.). Russell thus asserted, in true radical feminist fashion, “Sexual liberation without

sex-role liberation can actually result in greater oppression of women” (p. 209) and “can

get you raped” (p. 208). She pointed to the “male backlash caused by women’s growing

desire to be more independent of men,” claimed that “In the short run, the more women

who break out of the traditional female role and assert themselves in new ways, the more

threatened male egos there are,” and estimated that “More threatened male egos may

mean more rape” (p. 14). Given this situation, Medea and Thompson (1974) concluded,

“the rapist has the best of both worlds—women who are taking more risks, and a society

which says that if they take those risks they deserve what they get” (p. 45). So, in imbuing

Jennifer with the qualities of a liberated woman, and in giving the rapists the voice of

‘society,’ Spit was negotiating both women’s liberation and how that was both a

justification for rape and a movement aimed at stopping rape.

On that note, Spit also tapped into the most threatening, and thus most

controversial, aspect of radical feminist anti-rape discourse: fighting back. Not only was

Jennifer independent, she was vengeful, not unlike a few real women in the 1970s.

Retaliation was only one way to fight back however; the others being humiliation and, the

most mainstream, self-defense. Yet, they had at least one thing in common: They were

intended, not just to protect women, but to empower them, which, in turn, made men

vulnerable.

Fighting Back

Because, as Griffin (1971/1977) had argued, the male “protection racket” kept

women vulnerable, feminists came to two related conclusions. First, don’t trust men.
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Medea and Thompson (1974) wrote, “Men are in the positions of power. And inasmuch as

our society promotes and perpetuates certain types of rape, you can’t expect to turn to the

bastions of that same society for protection” (p. 113). Manhart (1974) similarly advised,

“Since you are living in a jungle, be self-reliant; don’t expect men, whether relatives,

boyfriends, or policemen, to help you” (p. 216). Therefore, and second, Russell

(1975/1984) posited, “The issue at hand seems to be that if the institutions we rely on

don’t protect us, we must protect ourselves” (p. 276). 

Self-Defense

Based on the dozens of suggestions offered in 1970s anti-rape books, protecting

one’s self involved securing one’s home (locks, peepholes, unlisted phone numbers, etc.)

and knowing what to and not to do when babysitting and hitchhiking, on subways and the

streets, in stairwells, elevators, and cars, and at hotels and motels. Generally, women

should “Look strong, walk with courage, [and] don’t look like a victim” (Manhart, 1974,

p. 216). But should these precautions prove insufficient and a woman find herself unable

to avoid an attack, the books also provided drawings and descriptions of self-defense

techniques and where, precisely, the male body was most vulnerable. Some radical

feminists, most notably the Boston-area group Cell 16, had been training in the martial arts

since 1969. Although the group wasn’t singularly focused on the issue of rape, “One of its

members, Betsy Warrior, crafted a poster that became quite popular in anti-rape circles: a

woman fights off a would-be rapist with a kick to the groin and a punch to the face. The

text reads, ‘Disarm rapists: Smash sexism’” (Bevacqua, 2000, p. 31). 

As Warrior’s poster suggests, many radical feminists believed that self-defense was

not only a practical way to ward off rape, it empowered women, thereby posing an

ideological challenge to patriarchy’s requirement of female weakness. Brownmiller

(1975/1981) asserted, “Women are trained to be rape victims” (p. 343); “We have been

trained to cry, to wheedle, to please, to look for a male protector, but we have never been

trained to fight and win” (p. 452). Carol Horos (1974) remarked, “It was normal for a

woman to be afraid but highly unnatural for her to do anything about it” (p. 51). “The
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result,” according to Connell and Wilson (1974b), “is our trained incapacity to defend

ourselves and fight back. . . . [W]e are socialized to be cripples, to see our bodies in terms

of beauty rather than strength” (p. 213). Russell (1975/1984) thus declared, “Being able to

defend ourselves is only half the battle. Being willing to defend ourselves is the other half.

Unlearning to not fight is equally as important as learning to fight” (p. 109). Medea and

Thompson (1974) assessed, then, “As long as we accept the stereotypes . . . that women

are naturally passive, childlike, and vulnerable, and that men are naturally aggressive,

brutal, and uncontrollable—the rape situation will not change” (p. 7). For this reason,

Brownmiller claimed, 

What women need is systematic training in self-defense that begins in childhood,
so that the inhibition resulting from the prohibition may be overcome. . . . Fighting
back. On a multiplicity of levels, that is the activity we must engage in, together, if
we—women—are to redress the imbalance and rid ourselves and men of the
ideology of rape. (pp. 453-454)

Given the denotations of “self” and “defense,” some did question self-defense’s collective

and preventive potential. According to Ann Burgess and Lynda Holmstrom (1974), “most

prevention programs today are designed to help the particular females they reach to avoid

becoming victims. Many such programs do not prevent rape, but, at most, merely change

who becomes a victim” (p. xi). Yet, Connell and Wilson insisted, “Self-defense, on the

surface, may appear to be a short-range and individualistic solution, but in actuality self-

defense is one of the means by which all women can combat the myth of their

defenselessness and essential passivity” (p. 213).

Besides doubts about self-defense’s long-range ability to actually prevent rape,

there was disagreement as to whether women really should fight back against rapists and,

if so, to what extent. As June Csida and Joseph Csida (1974) put it, “Aside from

screaming and running, the experts frequently offer conflicting advice” (p. 80). On the one

hand, it was clear that the only way to avoid being raped once an attack commenced was

to resist; one study (as cited in Russell, 1975/1984) reported, “in 100% of the cases in

which the woman successfully repelled or escaped from the assault, there was one

common element: resistance by the attacked women. . . . No one that we could find got
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free by compliance with the attacker” (p. 285, italics orig.). On the other hand, trying to

fight off a violent attacker may further enrage him, making it worse for the woman. Thus,

“Some police officials tell women not to resist a rapist for fear of bodily harm” (Csida &

Csida, 1974, pp. 80-81). As Horos (1974) stated, “No matter how brutal and degrading

the rape, it’s ultimately better than losing your life” (p. 53). But then again, according to

feminist Ann Sheldon (as cited in Csida & Csida), “The truth is that hundreds of women

who put up no resistance at all are killed anyway,” so by fighting back, “At least, they’ll

die as free women” (p. 82). Moreover, if a woman is raped but not killed, “passive

submission usually makes it much more difficult to press charges” (Russell, p. 43). In

other words, “if a woman doesn’t show some sign of physical abuse, the police and the

courts often refuse to believe that she was raped at all” (Csida & Csida, p. 81). 

So what was a woman to do? Basically, guess. According to Csida and Csida

(1974), a woman “must be an instant psychiatrist and make a split second judgment on the

odds against serious or permanent injury or even death” (p. 82). After mentioning an

incident in which a rapist did kill a woman who fought back, Russell (1975/1984) also

estimated, “Every woman under attack has to judge whether her attacker is a such a man

or the probably more common type who does not want to contend with a violent or

screaming woman” (p. 285, italics added).  If a woman did decide to fight, then most self-6

defense experts agreed that “anything goes. You’re fighting for your life” (Csida & Csida,

1974, p. 85), and, “You must be ready for a blow, take it, and then go on” (Medea &

Thompson, 1974, p. 76). Yet again, whereas one expert (as cited in Csida & Csida)

stressed, “The all-important point to remember is that if a woman is going to defend

herself, she must injure—let me repeat—injure her assailant, so as to incapacitate him. Just

hurting him makes him more dangerous” (p. 88), Horos (1974) emphasized, “By fighting

back, I don’t mean hand-to-hand combat to the death. I mean distracting him only long

enough for you to run away” (p. 53). Besides the mixed messages in self-defense

discourse, ‘fighting back’ became more convoluted, and more controversial, when some

feminists extended its theory and practice beyond the immediate rape situation–to before
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and after rape. 

Humiliation & Revenge

While for many feminists ‘fighting back’ meant physically resisting and defending

oneself during an attack, some urged women to fight back against rape before it happens.

Medea and Thompson (1974) discussed the “little rapes” that women endure everyday,

such as being ogled at work, harassed on the street, or hassled in a bar. Many women,

they claimed, “face this same kind of badgering and taunting, and accept it. They have

come to think of it as an unavoidable part of life” (p. 51). But, the authors argued, “All the

daily encroachments on [women’s] existence as human beings, whether subtle or blatant,

prepare them to be victims of rape” (p. 55). Csida and Csida (1974) further explained,

Many feminists and some psychiatrists believe that men who seek to humiliate
women on the street by making indecent or embarrassing remarks are embryonic
rapists. They are of the opinion that women who tolerate oglers, goosers and
verbal rapists encourage men to think of women as easy targets for rape. (p. 84,
italics added)

“Consequently,” Csida and Csida continued, “feminists have begun to strike back at their

tormentors, hoping to squelch rape impulses in their infancy” (p. 84). For instance, Medea

and Thompson proposed to their female readers that if a man bothers them or says

something crude, 

[I]t is best to respond with all the annoyance, boredom, and contempt you can
muster. The most devastating thing you can do to a macho is to make him feel
stupid. . . . Don’t show that you are upset or embarrassed. That is part of what he
is looking for. What he is not looking for is contempt. Perhaps it is best to react
the way you did when you last stepped into dog shit on the sidewalk. (pp. 61-62)

And if groped on a bus or a train, “don’t pretend his hand is only accidentally touching

you. . . . No. Stand up and yell, ‘YOU GODDAMN PERVERT, YOU’RE

DISGUSTING!’ Won’t that be exhilarating?” (p. 63, emphasis orig.). Csida and Csida

also recalled that Gail Sheehy, who wrote for New York magazine and helped draw public

attention to feminist anti-rape events, similarly recommended “discouraging the street

molester” by “embarrass[ing] the hell out of him” (p. 84). 

For some feminists, public humiliation was also a way to fight back after rape. In
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1970, a year before the NYRF speak-out, C-R in California prompted direct action against

rapists. That year, a stripper was raped at a bachelor party in Stockton by the groom-to-

be; “In revenge, local feminists picketed the wedding, with signs reading, ‘John — is a

rapist’” (Csida & Csida, 1974, p. 134, italics added). The next year, the newly formed

Venice Anti-Rape Squad similarly “conducted planned campaigns of exposure and

harassment of known rapists” (p. 151). A Squad member (as cited in Csida & Csida)

described the plan for one: “The idea was to shave his head, pour dye over his head, take

pictures and have them made into posters and put all over Venice. We never did find him

but we were well organized” (p. 151). In New York, the radical group The Feminists

“published lists of habitual rapists” and, in March 1973, publicly displayed their full names

and home addresses (Castro, 1990, p. 194). Russell (1975/1984), from the San Francisco

area, further endorsed giving a rapist “some publicity that he’d no doubt prefer to avoid”

(p. 287):

If a woman is raped by a man in his home or place of work, she could inform his
wife or girl friend (if he has either), as well as his employer or employees. She
could mention bodily peculiarities he may have, or describe the room in such a way
that it is clear at least that she has slept with him, if this information would be
damaging for him. A group of women could also picket outside his home or
outside his place of work. He could be harassed on the phone at all hours, or at
work, and anyone who answers his phone could be informed that he is a rapist. (p.
286, italics added)

Such “near-vigilante tactics” received national attention in April 1973 when Time

reported, 

In East Lansing, Mich., members of the rape crisis center are said to have scrawled
“rapist” on a suspect’s car, spray-painted the word in red across a front porch, and
made late-night warning telephone calls. In Los Angeles, the squad has adopted a
counter-harassing strategy: when a woman called to complain that a neighbor
followed her whenever she went out, squad members followed the follower for
three days. That was enough to make him change his ways. (“Women Against
Rape,” 1973, ¶ 3)

Despite obvious legal concerns, some feminists defended such direct actions because “the

system of justice does not begin to deal with the problem of rape adequately” (Russell p.

276). With no faith in state (i.e., male) institutions that either ignored rape or blamed its
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victims rather than its perpetrators, feminist activists “Target[ed] the immediate source of

the problem” and thus “bypassed the civil authorities” (Matthews, 1994, p. 24). Russell

argued,

Such actions will, no doubt, receive much criticism and perhaps provoke a libel
suit here or there, but they will focus attention on the problem and should hasten
the implementation of improvements in the way rape victims are treated. With
some issues, confrontation tactics are far more effective that using the “traditional
channels,” and when the traditional channels are so unfair to rape victims, they
certainly seem justified. (p. 287)

It must also be noted that while Russell (1975/1984) only explicitly recommended

ways to publicly shame rapists, she did not dismiss more aggressive ‘confrontation tactics’

either. Indeed, after citing civil rights leader Julian Bond, who, in Russell’s words,

“advocated that black people should take the law in their own hands and inflict physical

punishment, if necessary, on drug dealers who sell dope to black youngsters” without

prosecution, Russell stated, “With the same arguments in mind, I would like to see women

treat in a similar manner rapists whom they have good reason to believe will not be found

guilty in courts” (p. 286, italics added). In a chapter titled “Solutions: Female Rage and

Other Alternatives,” Russell devoted six pages to an interview with a woman who beat up

a man who had bragged about raping women–in other words, a “situation where a man

became the victim of a woman as a consequence of being a rapist” (p. 277). Russell

parenthetically added that “many particularly angry women who have developed a strong

desire for retribution favor buggering rapists with some foreign object” (p. 286). And after

announcing that “it seems justifiable to deal with the problem [of rape] in extralegal

fashion,” she remarked, “Those who see such a statement as condoning violence should

remember that violence against women is already condoned without stirring much

concern” (p. 276).

How far should this violence go? Feminists were divided. A few, including one

whose book reached a wide readership, carefully distanced themselves from two particular

acts: killing and castration–the two, of course, committed by Jennifer in Spit. Unlike

Russell (1975/1984), Connell and Wilson (1974b) contended that “vigilante justice is not a
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solution to rape” because “it is not sustained political action” and “focuses too much

attention on the individual rapist rather than the institutions that encourage rape” (p. 174).

They also adamantly stated, “Women are not demanding castration nor are women

demanding capital punishment—our demand is to abolish those laws and legal procedures

which support male supremacy” (p. 125). Brownmiller (1975/1981) also felt obliged to

disavow castration “Since ‘Castrate Rapists’ has become a slogan in certain circles” (p.

426), with some anti-rape activists even wearing it on buttons (Rose, 1977). She then

wrote, “As for retaliatory killing, of which there have been a few recent cases, I would go

along with the law and say that the concept of justifiable homicide in self-defense is sound,

but premeditated murder some time after the act can never be condoned” (p. 426). 

Brownmiller was likely referring to the highly publicized cases of Inez Garcia and

Joann Little,  both of whom “became causes célèbres of the anti-rape movement” (Rose,7

1977, p. 84). Within thirty minutes of being attacked by two men in California, Garcia, a

Latina in her thirties, “took a rifle and went out looking for her two assailants. When she

found the men, one drew a knife. She fired the gun several times, killing the man who had

held her down during the rape” (Rosen, 2000, pp. 182-183). During Garcia’s murder trial

in 1974, Berkeley-area feminists packed the courtroom, raised money for her defense, and,

after her conviction, protested and called for a “nationwide women’s strike” (Rose, p. 84).

The “case became a rallying point for feminists” and, according to some, Garcia was a

“national symbol” and “potential role model for all women because she fought back” (p.

84). Garcia appealed the verdict and after a second trial in 1977 was exonerated

(Bevacqua, 2000). Also in 1974, Little, an African-American in her twenties who was

already in jail in North Carolina, stabbed and killed a white corrections officer as he tried

to rape her. Little’s plea of self-defense drew support from the Southern Poverty Law

Center, Representative Shirley Chisholm, and radical activist Angela Davis. In 1975, Little

was acquitted of second-degree murder. Ruth Rosen (2000) conveys how important these

cases were:

Like the Inez Garcia case, the Little acquittal ignited fierce public debate. Widely
covered by the national media, these two cases not only helped publicize the
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ubiquity of rape, especially among minority women, but also raised the question
whether a woman had a right to kill her assailant after she was raped, in some
cases, hours or days after the event took place. (p. 183, italics added)

Released just a few years later, Spit tapped directly into this ‘fierce public debate’

about self-defense and revenge. Prior to the revenge sequences, we see that Jennifer is

fearless and neither weak nor compliant. She doesn’t put her work on hold to flirt with

Andy and Stanley in their boat because they want her attention; she walks away. The night

before the rapes, she hears a noise outside her home and investigates–alone, in the dark.

During the rapes, although it’s hopeless against four men, she does everything she can to

defend herself: She screams, swings a boat paddle, runs, throws a tree branch, struggles,

bites, hits, pulls hair, and, once, tries to negotiate. Even after the rapes, she’s determined

to keep writing and not be bullied into leaving. Then, Jennifer kills her attackers–one by

cutting off his penis (not technically castration, but even more emasculating)–at least two

weeks after the assault. Yet, evocative of the Garcia and Little acquittals, the tagline

accompanying the 1980 release of Spit proclaimed, “no jury in America would ever

convict her!” In three of the killings, Jennifer, too, may have been seen as defending

herself, since Matthew and Andy (who’s being transported by Stanley) brandish a knife

and an ax, respectively, against her first. As for Johnny, while he did give the order to

have Jennifer killed, it would be hard to argue that her revenge against him was in self-

defense. Still, I do think it was about self-respect, for Jennifer does not buy into his

argument that she had caused the rapes. In 1974, Medea and Thompson declared that “It

is time for women to take their lives into their own hands and start fighting for their self-

respect” (p. 55). Moreover, as Russell (1975/1984) suggested, the rape of a ‘liberated’

woman had taken on new meaning:

[T]he more liberated women become, the more humiliating and traumatic it is for
them if men subject them to the supremely sexist act of rape. More liberated
women are likely to resent most the political nature of the act and experience it as
a new kind of violation, a violation of their will as well as their bodies, rather than
their virtue. (p. 207)

As the ringleader, Johnny’s actions and words degraded and dehumanized Jennifer, and
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while the dismemberment scene made for spectacular cinema, it also evoked the ‘guerilla’

rhetoric of radical feminism. Even Brownmiller (1975/1981), who explicitly disavowed

such an act, admitted an appreciation for the desire for retribution,  and on the very first8

page of her widely read tome, referred to “the penis as weapon.” So, applying the text

from Warrior’s self-defense poster, one might say that Jennifer, in cutting off Johnny’s

penis, “disarmed” him.

The Vulnerable Male

The radical feminist exhortation to ‘fight back,’ especially through humiliation and

revenge, was controversial, obviously due to its questionable legality, but also because it

fundamentally violated the ‘natural’ order of social relations and public discourse. As I

discussed in Chapter 1, to keep women subordinate to men, women traditionally have

been excluded from the political public sphere and confined to the intimate sphere where

they’ve been men’s private property. Discourses and issues associated with women or the

intimate sphere–including those pertaining to the body–have thus been regarded,

conveniently, as irrational, subjective, and particular and, consequently, as irrelevant to the

rational, impartial, and common discourse of the public sphere. Whereas women therefore

have been unable to separate themselves (their selves) from their bodies, and their

discourses have been marked with, in Michael Warner’s (1992) words, “the humiliating

positivity of the particular” (p. 382), men, it’s been believed, are able to transcend their

bodies and their particular interests and abstract their selves in public discussions for the

common good. Warner writes, “Self-abstraction from male bodies confirms masculinity.

Self-abstraction from female bodies denies femininity” (p. 383). In other words, public

discourse has relied upon the visibility of the female body and the invisibility of the male

body. Plus, as all anti-rape feminists during the 1970s believed, the visible female body is a

vulnerable body.

Yet, many anti-rape efforts–such as rape victims speaking-out, treating rape

victims at rape-crisis centers, and emphasizing the value of a rape victim’s courtroom

testimony–have drawn further attention to women as victims and thus to the vulnerability
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of the female body, which has been a popular criticism of the movement and the basis for

dismissing it and the issue of rape itself entirely (e.g., Roiphe, 1993). It’s therefore helpful

to understand that much anti-rape rhetoric belongs to, what Lauren Berlant (1988) calls,

the genre of the “female complaint,” which is an embodied discursive mode contained to

the “private, protected, intimate” sphere (p. 238), in part because it (over)relies upon a

woman’s identification with, not only her individual victimization, but her association with

other already-marked and already-marginalized women, thereby perpetuating their

marginalization. Berlant writes,

To the extent that women employ the complaint as a mode of self-expression, it is
an admission and a recognition both of privilege and powerlessness: it is a
powerful record of patriarchal oppression, circumscribed by a knowledge of
woman’s inevitable delegitimation within the patriarchal public sphere. (p. 243)

Because “Public female protest discourse is always in danger of ending up like this;

written as it is in a context in which it is always vulnerable to be so named: a nag, a whine,

a complaint” (p. 244), Berlant concludes, “feminists must embrace a policy of female

disidentification at the level of the female essence” (p. 253). 

What, then, did publicly humiliating men or physically threatening (not necessarily

harming) men’s bodies do to this order? Just as Jennifer in Spit had done, it turned the

tables, putting women on offense, not (self-)defense, and making the male body vulnerable

and its actions visible. In reference to The Feminists’ public posting of rapists’ names and

addresses, Ginette Castro (1990) claims, “This was done less to incite vigilante actions of

summary justice than to end the anonymity which had allowed repeated offenders to

molest women with impunity” (p. 194). And in reference to the feminists who had

harassed and followed known rapists, Nancy Matthews (1994) states, “The activists

shifted the balance of shame and blame and attempted to make visible who was

responsible for assaults” (p. 24). Men, their bodies now the visible objects of possible

assault, had to identify with their ‘particularity’ and were less able to distance and abstract

themselves from their bodies, thereby “postur[ing] behind the veil of the universal” which

had protected them (Landes, 1998, p. 143). Melissa Deem (1996) argues similarly in her
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article about the effects of Lorena Bobbitt’s infamous dismemberment of her husband in

1993 and Valerie Solanas’ SCUM [Society for Cutting Up Men] Manifesto (1968/1996),

the latter of which some radical feminists, most notably Ti-Grace Atkinson of The

Feminists, had embraced (see Chapter 2). Deem, who also cites Berlant (1988), contends

that “By putting the male body on the line, both Bobbitt and SCUM render the male body

visible and displace the logics of witnessing and testimony” (p. 515). I would include Spit

here. Jennifer didn’t just threaten the rapists’ egos; her revenge, like those of real women

during the 1970s, disrupted the essentialist notions of the aggressive male and the passive

female to their core. It’s therefore no surprise that, like Bobbitt and SCUM (and Solanas’

shooting of Andy Warhol), Spit was controversial. With this in mind, we can now turn to

the critical reception of Spit.

A Divided Response to Spit

Upon release in the U.S. in 1978, writer/director Meir Zarchi’s Day of the Woman

provoked little public reaction. Along with its bland (and rather feminist-sounding) title,

the film’s one sheet poster and pressbook displayed the tagline, “She Struck Back in a

Way Only a Woman Can!” and featured a head-to-chest shot of a battered and disheveled

Jennifer facing the camera (“Posters,” 2002). Following the film’s screening at the Miami

Film Festival in November 1978, a Variety reviewer assessed, stunningly, that apart from

the scene in which the men corner Jennifer just before raping her on the rock, the “rape

scenes are often comical” (Bian., 1978, p. 26). While “the ‘revenge’ scenes are more

believable,” particularly the castration scene which “sent two women running and gagging

toward the exit at the screening viewed,” the reviewer opined that

“one scene does not a movie make,” and this movie, which “ought to please the violence-

hungry and sex-starved drive-in crowd,” is “instantly discardable.” 

Undoubtedly riding the post-Halloween (1978) wave of horror (see Chapter 3),

distributor Jerry Gross re-released Day of the Woman as I Spit in On Your Grave in the

summer of 1980 (Lor., 1983). The complete tagline now stated, inaccurately, “This

woman has just cut, chopped, broken and burned five men beyond recognition . . . but no
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jury in America would ever convict her!” and the poster featured bold red lettering and a

rear-view, neck-to-thigh shot of a voluptuous woman (clearly not the thin actress Camille

Keaton) in skimpy, tattered panties holding a big, bloody knife (“Posters,” 2002). From

then on, Spit not only was assumed to be an exploitive “slasher” film, many, most notably

reviewers Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert, no longer found it “comical.” Together, they

launched a public crusade against horror films which they claimed directed an inordinate

amount of torturous violence against women. While Siskel first publicly attacked

Paramount’s Friday the 13 , released in May 1980 (McCarty, 1984), Ebert joined theth

fight mostly due to Spit, released in July of that year.

Ebert

Ebert’s 1981 article, “Why Movie Audiences Aren’t Safe Anymore,” echoed and

elaborated upon the scathing reviews of Spit that he and Siskel had written in their

respective Chicago newspapers, The Sun-Times and The Tribune, in July 1980, as well as

voiced during an October 1980 episode of their nationally syndicated and, according to

Arthur Unger (1980), very popular PBS show Sneak Previews. In his 1980 review, Ebert

declared that Spit “is a film without a shred of artistic distinction,” and in 1981, found it

“Lacking grace, humor, or even simple narrative skill” (p. 54). He explained, however,

that what bothered Siskel and him even more was the “truly frightening” audience

response to Spit (p. 55). Ebert claimed that at an afternoon showing of the film, the mostly

African-American male audience laughed and cheered during the rape scenes, and the

“totally respectable,” “white-haired middle aged man” sitting next to him uttered, “That’s

a good one . . . She’s got that coming! This’ll teach her. That’s right! Give it to her! She’s

learned her lesson” and was therefore “instinctively, unquestioningly voicing his support

for the rape and violence on screen” (p. 54). Ebert wanted to tell the man “he was

disgusting” (p. 55); instead, as he wrote in 1980, he left the theater quickly, “feeling

unclean, ashamed and depressed.” After discussing Spit with Siskel, who went on the local

television news to warn the public about the film, Ebert saw Spit a second time with a

mostly white audience full of men and women, but “the response was about the same” (p.
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55). Pressured by Siskel and Ebert’s attack, one theater chain in Chicago pulled Spit, and

at least one other only showed an edited version of it.

Although Ebert (1981) called Spit the “worst of the summer’s exploitation films,”

he and Siskel contended that it was only one among several “women-in-danger films” in

which “the camera took the killer’s point of view,” thereby directing the audience “to

adopt the same point of view” (p. 55). Ebert noted that women-in-danger movies were

nothing new but claimed that, unlike the new breed, “audience’s sympathies had

traditionally been enlisted on the side of the woman. We identified with her, we feared for

her, and when she was hurt, we recoiled” (p. 55). Ebert provided no examples of these

‘traditional’ films, but singled out Spit, Friday the 13 , He Knows You’re Alone, Promth

Night, and Terror Train (all 1980) as the new horror films that “encouraged audience

identification not with the victim but with the killer” (p. 55). He then offered a reason for

the change: feminism. Ebert surmised that “the crime of many of the female victims in the

women-in-danger films was their independence,” and Siskel (as cited in Ebert, 1981)

argued,

[T]his has something to do with the growth of the women’s movement in America
in the last decade. These films are some sort of primordial response by very sick
people saying, ‘Get back in your place, women!’ The women in these films are
typically portrayed as independent, as sexual, as enjoying life. And the killer,
typically—not all the time but most often—is a man who is sexually frustrated with
these new aggressive women, and so he strikes back at them. (p. 55)

Yet, after allegedly much contemplation, Ebert (1981) “realized that what was

really bothering [him] about the worst of the women-in-danger films didn’t hinge on taste,

style, or sexist political content. It was a simple matter of construction” (p. 56). He

admitted to admiring and even enjoying a few recent films in which the camera adopted a

woman-killer’s point of view, and he excused those: Despite Halloween’s opening

sequence, in which the camera is placed behind the mask of Michael Myers as he stabs his

sister, and despite the fact that Dressed to Kill (1980) “inspired feminist picket lines in

many cities,” Ebert claimed that these films had “artistry” and were “inventive” (p. 56).

More importantly, he argued that whereas these films, as well as The Texas Chain Saw
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Massacre (1974), “were studies of human behavior” and actually “about their villains”

who were clearly established characters with identities and “consistent pattern[s] of

behavior,” the other films “were about the acts of the villains” who were either “nameless,

dreaded, nonspecific” or, in Spit’s case, “so banal that they lack all humanity” (p. 56,

italics orig.). So, according to Ebert, “The lust to kill and rape becomes the true subject of

the movies” (p. 56). 

Then, in his key move, Ebert (1981) contended that when the camera takes the

view of this “nonspecific male killing force” and “the audience is directed to stand in the

shoes of the killer,” “the lust is not placed on the screen, where it can be attached to the

killer-character; it is placed in the audience. The missing character in so many of these

films can be found in the audience; we are all invited to be him, and some (such as my

white-haired neighbor) gladly accept the role” (p. 56). Those films with clearly established

villains, however, are able to “contain them as characters” who are “safely up there on

screen,” and “the role of the audience is to witness a depraved character at work within his

depravities. . . . In the audience, we watch. We are voyeurs. We are not implicated” (p.

56, italics added). With regard to Spit, Ebert concluded that its lack of artistry “took away

any distancing effect that might have been supplied by more sophisticated storytelling” (p.

54). And in the end, he regretted that while horror films used to be “diversions,” “Now the

‘victim’ is the poor, put-upon, traumatized male in the audience. And the demons are the

women on the screen” (p. 56, italics added).

The impact of Siskel and Ebert’s attack on Spit and the other ‘women-in-danger’

films is incalculable. Not only did they become celebrities–touting their message on the

Phil Donahue and Today shows, among others–and their weekly review program move

from PBS to private syndication (McCarty, 1984), their “watchable and understandable

but basically serious” style appealed to both “film buffs” and the “average viewer” and

helped to make film criticism popular (Unger, 1980, p. 19). As evidenced by the millions

of online posts about films, everybody’s a ‘critic’ today. Furthermore, Siskel and Ebert’s

public campaign against slasher films, which, of course, became more popular thanks to
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the attention, coincided with the equally public feminist war against pornography, which,

as I will explain in Chapter 6, was grounded in the belief that cinematic sex was often

violent. Due to the brouhaha over pornography and horror in the late-1970s and early

‘80s, these films then became a particularly hot topic for scholars, many of whom,

including those I discuss later, have applied psychodynamic theories to the films’ monsters

and, presumably male, viewers. As for Spit, Siskel and Ebert’s public attack clearly

influenced others’ attitudes toward it; the film has been called loathsome and depraved by

so many I can’t even begin to list them. And, in 1989, two separate Time magazine articles

(Gibbs, 1989; Toufexis, 1989) mentioned Spit specifically as a possible contributor to date

rape and the rising number of violent crimes, including murder, committed by adolescent

males. But beyond the purely aesthetic evaluations and moral speculations, Spit has also

been subjected to legal action, both in the U.S. and overseas.

The MPAA & The Video Nasties

There have been at least two versions of Spit: the full 98-minute version and an 81-

minute version. Prior to its release in 1978 as Day of the Woman, the Motion Picture

Association of America’s (MPAA) rating board advised director Zarchi and distributor

Gross that the film would be given an X rating. To receive the more commercial R rating,

Zarchi trimmed 17 minutes (“New York,” 1984). However, when the film was released as

Spit in 1980, both versions were exhibited, and both used the R rating.  Repulsed by the9

film in any form, Ebert “hounded” Gross not to release it again (Newman, 1988, p. 202).

But Gross not only released Spit to home video, he released the film theatrically again in

1983 as Day of the Woman–each time uncut, but still with the R rating.  In 1984, the10

MPAA successfully sued Gross’ distribution companies and Zarchi’s Cinemagic Pictures,

which had produced the film, in federal court for infringing upon and falsely representing

the MPAA’s trademarked R rating of the film (“New York”). After the ruling, Spit, now

marketable only as an “unrated” film, then became subject to state and local statutes which

restricted or prohibited the rental or exhibition of such films (see Hughes, 1989; Thomas,

1996).11
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Whereas federal authorities in the U.S. could not outright ban Spit, the British

could and did. In 1982, two years after Siskel and Ebert endured the ‘women-in-danger’

films in U.S. theaters, Spit and about thirty other films–what the British called

“nasties”–would “take London by storm on video-cassette” (Starr, 1984, p. 49). Almost

immediately, a conservative pro-censorship lobby alleged that these movies harmed

children, and it pressured Parliament to grant the British Board of Film Censors the same

power to classify materials distributed for home viewing that it had for films exhibited in

public places. In 1984, after two years of heated debate in the press, Parliament passed the

Video Recording Act, which required that videos be classified, not unlike the MPAA’s

rating system, and then certified according to the legal standards of obscenity. Those

videos failing to obtain certification–the nasties–became illegal to own or supply, and thus

doing so was grounds for prosecution and enormous fines.  Although I won’t go into the12

history and political intricacies of the video nasties debate–Martin Barker’s The Video

Nasties: Freedom and Censorship in the Media (1984c) did so–the debate is important

for two reasons. First, several of the contributors to Barker’s book pointed out Spit’s

status as the most reviled of the nasties, blamed as it was for two real rapes. Second, the

specter of censorship inspired these writers to be among the first and few to formally

defend Spit and refute Ebert and those who declared that it glorified and encouraged

violence against women.

Spit’s Defenders

Really, Siskel and Ebert couldn’t have chosen two worse examples to kick-start

their campaign against ‘women-in-danger’ slasher films. The victims in Friday the 13th

(Siskel’s target) are both male and female and, as it turns out, the killer is a woman (a

vengeful mother, in fact). And in Spit, Jennifer is the only killer and the rapists, though

villains, become her victims too. By lumping Spit in with the slashers of its day and all but

dismissing Jennifer’s acts of revenge, Ebert ignored–or, perhaps, refused to admit–that the

film represented two of the most significant and threatening ideas associated with feminist

anti-rape discourse: 1) Normal men rape, and 2) When women fight back, men become
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vulnerable.

Ebert (1981) had declared that Spit lacked the ‘artistry’ necessary to allow the

audience to remain voyeurs. While two critics disagreed, another claimed that was

deliberate. Marco Starr (1984), a journalist who worked with Zarchi “to create public

awareness of the film’s qualities” (Barker, 1984c, p. 131), stated, “I Spit on Your Grave is

actually a very good movie — well made, interestingly written, beautifully photographed

and intelligently directed” (p. 49). John McCarty (1984) didn’t come close to this praise,

but he believed, “Grotesquely unpleasant and sleazy though it may be, I Spit on Your

Grave does manage to separate itself from other films of its type if only by virtue of the

more serious-minded films it tends to borrow from” (p. 153). With “overall better acting

and slicker technique” (p. 152) than The Last House on the Left (1972)–a film “Roger

Ebert confessed to having a special fondness for”–Spit, McCarty observed, is indebted

visually to Deliverance (1972) and thematically to Straw Dogs (1971) in that the main

characters flee the city for the country and then drive away after exacting retribution (p.

154). Moreover, McCarty pointed out that whereas the parents of one of the rape victims

in Last House mete out the revenge, as in The Virgin Spring (1960), Jennifer does it

herself. As David Hogan (1986) remarked, “Unpleasant as this film is, it at least shows a

woman fighting back” (p. 257).

‘Unpleasant’ is right, according to Barker (1984a). He contended that Spit

“deliberately refuses artistry” or, at least, “challenges the meaning of artistry” (p. 115)

because it “is structured to be a serious study of rape” (p. 116). While Ebert (1981)

denounced women-in-danger films for focusing on the acts of villains, rape is, as feminists

consistently asserted, a vicious act against women. Barker stated, Spit “is a study of what

rape constitutes as an act of domination by men over a woman. It studies the hollow and

brutal motives of men who will do such a thing. And it is an argument as to what, in terms

of a kind of raw justice, is the woman’s right to punish” (p. 116, italics orig.). So, when

Ebert stipulated that films must keep audiences at a safe distance from these brutal acts,

Barker saw this as a cop-out, a way to “blame the acts on the characters inside, dissociate
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ourselves and merely watch” (p. 117). “But,” Barker asked, “suppose a film-maker wants

us to face the question: what is the meaning of that act for me?” (p. 117). The filmmaker,

he believed, should not be chastised for “disrupt[ing] the standard distance between film

and audience in order to make ideas, rather than characters, their central focus” (p. 118).

Ultimately, Barker wrote, “You can’t hide the reality of rape behind a mask of filmic

devices” (p. 115).

Several of Ebert’s critics also affirmed that Spit positions viewers to side with

Jennifer and, thus, condemns both the act of and myths about rape. Against Ebert (1981),

Starr (1984) contended, 

Unlike so many films to which it has been erroneously linked, the point of view in I
Spit on Your Grave belongs mainly to the female character . . . . Instead of getting
close-ups of a terrified woman staring into the camera (a standard cinematic device
equating viewer with attacker), the film features similar shots of the rapists’
threatening faces; the viewer is thus forced into the position of victim, not villain.
(p. 50; cf. Barker, 1984a; Milne & Willemen, 1985)

Starr also claimed that viewers’ identification with Jennifer “occurs partly from the

disturbing severity of the rape scenes” and from the scene in which Andy and Stanley

disrupt her work (p. 51). This is the only time in the film when the audience hears a voice-

over, and it is of what Jennifer is currently writing. Starr proposed that when her narration

suddenly stops due to the men’s behavior, “From that point on, we are on her side” (p.

52).  With regard to Jennifer’s work, Starr further posited that Spit, rather than treating13

Jennifer as nothing more than a sexual plaything, “honours women’s career goals (an

uncommon attitude even in a ‘non-nasty’) instead of demeaning them” (p. 50). Moreover,

although Jennifer is nude for much of the film, Barker (1984a) argued, “Her body is not

dwelt on as a thing of sensuous pleasure. When we do see it, it has become hurt, dirty and

damaged” (p. 115). This is especially true, according to Starr, after the devastating rape

on the rock when, “instead of cutting away to where the men are,” “Zarchi goes from a

medium shot of Jennifer to a medium close-up of her as she slowly finds the strength to

move her battered body” (p. 52). For Starr, this shows that Spit actually “is a film about a

person (instead of ‘sex and violence’),” and although “The rapists in I Spit on Your Grave
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believe that abused women should be thrown away and forgotten; the film-maker quite

definitely does not” (p. 52, italics orig.). As I suggested earlier, Spit often throws into

question the rapists’ beliefs and, thus, the myths about rape. As Tom Milne and Paul

Willemen (1985) put it, 

[T]here is no suggestion that she ‘asked for it’ or enjoyed it, except, of course, in
the rapists’ own perceptions, from which the film is careful to distance itself.
Particularly relevant here are the scenes of revenge (grotesquely misread by some
critics) in which Keaton pretends to have enjoyed the rape so as to lure the men to
their destruction. In these scenes the familiar male arguments about women
‘bringing it on themselves’ and ‘tempting’ men by ‘exposing’ their bodies are
exposed as simply sexist, self-excusing rhetoric and are quite clearly presented as
such. (p. 329, italics orig.; cf. Barker, 1984a)

Likewise, Starr found that “I Spit on Your Grave depicts violent aggression and hatred

towards women while simultaneously condemning those very attitudes” (p. 50, italics

orig.).

According to Ebert’s critics, then, Spit not only condemns rape by adopting the

victim’s point of view, it does so by showing what may happen to rapists, or those who

may identify with rapists. Milne and Willemen (1985) found it “hard to imagine most male

spectators identifying with the perpetrators” because “the men are so grossly unattractive

and the rapes so harrowing” (p. 329). But if they did, they were in for a ‘shock.’ Nigel

Andrews (1984), a contributor to Barker’s book, claimed that “any male fantasist in the

audience who finds himself enflamed into identifying with the attackers is rudely doused as

the movie turns about” (p. 46). “What horrifies,” Andrews suspected of the castration

scene, which, he pointed out, “is not even seen in detail but suggested,” “is the moral

shock delieved [sic] to male viewers who have eagerly, even if unconsciously, climbed

inside the psyche of the rapists” (p. 46). Referring to the same scene, Starr (1984)

declared that it “should make even the most unconverted male viewer think twice about

even considering committing rape” (p. 52, italics orig.). Whereas Siskel argued that Spit

was one of those films whose message was ‘Get back in your place, women,’ Starr

contended, “If anything, it is the men who are actually being warned to get back in line.

The rapists’ continuing refusal to recognise Jennifer’s rights as a human being make them
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seem monstrously inhuman; their ultimate deaths can only be viewed as inevitable” (p. 52,

italics orig.). According to Barker (1984b), Jennifer’s revenge ultimately “exposes the men

for what they are: woman-hating, power-drunk, but in the end puny little creatures. That is

why the film was originally entitled Day of the Woman” (p. 37).

What’s so interesting about Ebert’s (1981) assessment, then, is what it came so

close to acknowledging but didn’t. His and Siskel’s concern about ‘women-in-danger’

films appeared refreshingly humane, even enlightened. They even invoked the feminist

argument that rape is a punishment when they asserted that the increasing violence against

women in films was a reaction to women’s quest for independence. In fact, their intentions

seemed so honorable, and Ebert’s lament for the days in which we ‘feared’ for the damsel

in distress so sensitive, that they almost took on the role of the male protector. But given

what feminists had said about that–independent women weren’t ‘good girls’–perhaps it’s

not too surprising that Ebert admitted in his article and Siskel in an interview (Unger,

1980) that they were not really concerned about sexism or women’s victimization in films;

they just didn’t want to be “implicated” in it. Siskel and Ebert only opposed those horror

films in which viewers–presumably male–were directed to identify with an “unspecified”

male villain. They had no problem with Psycho (1960), The Texas Chain Saw Massacre,

or Halloween–films in which the killers are clearly defined and clearly abnormal. For when

the villain is abnormal, the ‘normal’ male viewer can absolve himself of the villain’s crimes

as well as dissociate himself when the villain is ‘exposed’ and gets his comeuppance. 

The representation of the rapists in Spit gave Ebert (1981) trouble. First, he called

them “demented men” and exaggerated Matthew’s character by referring to him as

“gravely mentally retarded” (p. 54). But even if this were true, Norman Bates and

Leatherface they’re not. So, when Ebert observed men around him cheering and laughing

along with the rapists in Spit, he had two choices: Either the audience was full of

demented men, whom he called “vicarious sex criminals” in his 1980 review, or the film

made them demented men by not allowing their safe dissociation from the rapists. Because

he commented on the normalcy of the “respectable” man sitting next to him, Ebert
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concluded it must be the film. But either way, it is abundantly clear that, for Ebert, the

rapists could not possibly be normal, and normal men (like himself) could not possibly

identify with them unless forced to by a “vile bag of garbage” like Spit.

Besides not being implicated in the assault on Jennifer, there is, of course, another

reason why a male viewer may want to distance himself from the rapists in Spit. Referring

to the lot of films that Ebert (1981) opposed, Jacinda Read (2000) recognizes, “Ebert’s

characterization of such films as about women in danger ignores the way they are equally

about men in danger. Yet, ironically, reading between the lines reveals that it is, in fact,

the latter rather than the former that concerns Ebert” (p. 33, italics added). Curiously (or

perhaps not), Ebert said very little about Jennifer’s revenge and quickly dropped women’s

responses to the film. Early in his article, Ebert wrote, “as the movie’s heroine began to

kill the rapists, a chorus of women’s voices joined in. ‘You show him, sister,’ a female

voice yelled from the back row” (p. 54). In 1980, he reported that she had said, “‘Cut him

up, sister!’” and that he “would have liked to talk with the woman in the back row, the

one with the feminist solidarity for the movie’s heroine. I wanted to ask if she’d been

appalled by the movie’s hour of rape scenes.” Instead, he left the theater. He also never

mentioned this reaction again. And although he estimated that forty percent of the

audience was female the second time he saw Spit, Ebert based his argument about women-

in-danger films on the men’s reactions.

In short, not only did Ebert (1981) discount feminists’ important contention that

normal men can and do rape, he overlooked radical feminism’s discourse about fighting

back, which, yes, threatened to expose men’s actions and vulnerability. These two

omissions worked together in Ebert’s article; they allowed him to both free ‘normal’ men

from implication in the rapes and protect the normal viewer–the “poor, put upon,

traumatized male in the audience”–from the threat posed by a vengeful raped woman. Yet,

rather than blame Ebert for these oversights, there were, I believe, historical-contextual

factors which contributed to them, which I will discuss later. Before that, however, I need

to address how other scholars have approached Spit because, as I explained in the
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Introduction, their analyses are also part of the historical reception of the film.

Psychoanalyzing Spit

In reviewing others’ work on rape-revenge films, Read (2000) finds that “all, at

some point, critically engage with Roger Ebert’s famous diatribe against I Spit on Your

Grave” (p. 32). Read, who, like Projansky (2001), focuses more on films from the 1990s

and does not offer a thorough analysis of Spit herself, is referring specifically to Carol

Clover (1992), Peter Lehman (1993), and Barbara Creed (1993). While they, like Ebert,

presume that Spit is a horror film with a male audience, they, unlike Ebert, are interested

in the pleasures that this audience may experience when watching a film in which a female

character kills men, including one by castration. In other words, whereas Ebert dismissed

Jennifer’s vengeance, for these scholars it’s more important than the rapes. Now, given

how much psychoanalysis has influenced film theory in general, it’s no surprise that

Clover, Lehman, and Creed would approach a purported horror film with a castration

scene psychodynamically. Yet, as both Read and I argue, doing so severely limits what

may be learned from 1970s rape-revenge films, namely their historical connection to

feminism.

In Men, Women, and Chain Saws (1992), Clover theorizes as to why adolescent

males–whom, she (1987/1996) claims, based on “personal observation,” constitute most

of the horror film audience (p. 108-109)–enjoy films in which the lone survivor is female

and the main male character–the monster or villain–is either killed or driven away. As an

alternative to psychoanalytic theories which strictly polarize the sexes, Clover follows

Thomas Laqueur’s “one sex” model and sees gender as performative, a fluid process

unrestricted by biological sex.  When applied to film spectatorship, then, this model14

allows for “cross-gender identification” (p. 154). With regard to slasher films of the 1970s

and ‘80s, Clover argues that the gender identities of the characters, as well as the male

spectator’s identification with those characters, switch midway through the narrative. In

the first half of a slasher film, a male villain or monster (e.g., Michael Myers in Halloween)

maintains control over both the audience (through the use of the camera’s subjective point
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of view) and the other characters (by stalking or killing them), thereby assuming a

characteristically masculine (i.e., phallicized) subject position. But then, Clover claims, in

the second half, one female character–a de-sexualized, intelligent, or tomboyish female

(e.g., Jamie Lee Curtis’ Laurie in Halloween)–feminizes the biologically male monster by

usurping his control of the screen and the audience, and by eliminating the chaos he has

created and restoring order to the world, which is traditionally a masculine narrative

function. Because, in psychodynamic terms, the dysfunctions which have caused the

monster to become a monster in the first place make him vulnerable and inferior (read:

feminine) he is no match for the now-masculinized or -phallicized heroine, whom Clover

calls the “Final Girl.” Accordingly, because the male monster is no longer a masculine

subject but a feminine one, the ‘normal’ male spectator must identify with the available

masculine subject in the film, which now just happens to be inside a female body. In short,

Clover proposes that the Final Girl does not derive her narrative authority from her

biological female-ness but from her gendered masculinity, and it is with that male

spectators identify. 

Clover then extends this “one-sex” argument to rape-revenge films: 

[T]he rape-revenge film and the slasher film tell similar gender stories. In both a
feminine/feminized male or males . . . squares off against and is finally
overpowered by a strong, young woman. As in the slasher film, the losing
combination is the feminine male . . . and the winning combination is the masculine
female. (p. 162)

As for Spit, Clover states, “Jennifer’s transformation from passive victim to aggressive

avenger, from mutilatee to mutilator, can be construed as a regendering not unlike the one

undergone by the Final Girl of slasher films” (p. 161). Whereas Jennifer starts out as a

bikini-clad free-spirit who is abducted while lounging in a canoe and then victimized (i.e.,

feminized), she becomes, in the second half, a calculating killer dressed fully in black who,

in Johnny’s case literally, emasculates the male rapists.  According to Clover, “The only15

way to account for the spectator’s engagement in the revenge drive is to assume his

engagement with the rape-avenging woman” (p. 152). It thus follows that because Jennifer

becomes the masculine subject, male viewers experience pleasure in her victory. Clover
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does slightly concede that her Final Girl theory doesn’t quite fit Spit because, as Ebert’s

earlier critics had pointed out, the film generates sympathy for Jennifer by establishing her

point of view from the outset. She admits that “a film like I Spit on Your Grave is literally

predicated on the assumption that all viewers, male and female alike, will take Jennifer’s

part, and via whatever set of psychosexual translations, ‘feel’ her violation. Without that

identification, the revenge phase can make no sense” (p. 159, italics orig.). Thus, Clover

begins to suggest that the male viewer may be positioned to masochistically identify with

the victim during the rapes: 

I have argued that the center of gravity of these films lies more in the reaction (the
revenge) than the act (the rape), but to the extent that the revenge fantasy derives
its force from some degree of imaginary participation in the act itself, in the victim
position, these films are predicated on cross-gender identification of the most
extreme, corporeal sort. (p. 154, italics orig.)

Yet, Clover maintains that the rapes serve mainly a narrative function: Because “rape is

the most quintessentially feminine of experiences—the limit case of powerlessness and

degradation,” it is “a powerful motivation, such a clean ticket, for revenge” (p. 154).

Clover, then, does not explore the vulnerability that a male spectator may feel when

watching either the rapes or the revenge.

While Lehman (1993) concurs with Clover that male viewers (again, the presumed

audience) identify with the avenging woman in rape-revenge films, his characterization of

the rapists resembles Ebert’s. Unlike Ebert (1981), Milne and Willemen (1985), and

others, Clover (1992) remarks upon how normal Spit’s rapists and their actions are: “The

men are not odd specimens but in the normal range of variation; their acts of brutal rape

are not traced to dysfunctional upbringing” (p. 119); “I Spit on Your Grave shocks not

because it is alien but because it is too familiar” (p. 120). She further observes that this

familiarity “turns on the dynamic of males in groups—how they egg each other on to

increasingly abhorrent behavior, and then, when they are brought to account, how they

disavow individual responsibility” (p. 144, italics added). So, just as anti-rape feminists

Griffin (1971/1977) and Medea and Thompson (1974) had described group rape, Clover

notes that the men in Spit treat rape as a competitive sport, an occasion for proving their
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masculinity to each other. Lehman, however, doesn’t see this behavior as normal; he not

only finds it “wildly ‘unrealistic’” that rape-revenge films “present a world where there is a

rapist waiting behind every tree and on every street corner,” he, echoing Ebert, claims that

the rapists in Spit are “excessively characterized as evil and depraved” and “sexually

repulsive” (p. 109). For Lehman, this is why male viewers align themselves with Jennifer:

“Watching these despicable men engage in this atavistic brutality allows the audience to

feel that what follows is justified. Male spectators are positioned to be disgusted by the

rapes and to identify with the avenging woman” (p. 104).

But Lehman’s view of the avenging woman also differs from Clover’s. Whereas

Clover argues that she is masculinized, Lehman contends that she is eroticized and that

this positions male viewers to “have the same desire for the erotic woman as the rapists

do” (p. 112). Lehman then claims that the spectator projects his desire on to the rapists

and, as a result, he experiences masochistic pleasure when the desirable woman kills them.

Lehman writes, “From this perspective, the evil rapists supply a smokescreen which

justifies the woman’s revenge. She must be beautiful and the deaths eroticized precisely

because the [rape-revenge] genre plays out a male masochistic fantasy so extreme that

even brutal death can be part of the scenario” (p. 113). 

Yet, according to Lehman, this is only part of the story. Because the rapists are so

vile, male viewers “cannot, of course, acknowledge any similarity between themselves and

the rapists”; instead, “The male spectator can hate rather than simply identify with these

men who embody desires similar to his own” (p. 112). This hatred, then, is key to the

pleasures which Lehman believes address “a male subjectivity which is both heterosexually

masochistic and homosexually sadistic” (p. 105). He posits that “what functions as

masochism at one level in the rape-revenge films suggests repressed homosexuality and, in

the extreme, homophobia at another” (p. 114). Through Freud, Lehman hypothesizes that

the male viewer sadistically enjoys the woman’s revenge, less because she’s killing off the

competition, and more because she mutilates the rapists’ genitals, an act which represents

his, and all heterosexual males’, repression of homosexual desire:
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As the paranoid justifies his hatred of the other man by believing that the other
man hates him, the heterosexual male spectator of rape-revenge films hates the
rapists for their repulsive behavior which in turn ‘justifies’ anything that is done to
them. That what is done to them at times involves the genitals may be expected
within the Freudian framework since it is the genitals that were the focus of the
repressed homosexuality during the narcissistic transition from auto-eroticism to
object choice. It may be the unique function of the female rape-revenge genre to
disguise the homosexuality by having a beautiful woman brutally attack the male
body in general and the genitals in specific. (pp. 115-116)

So, as Clover had, Lehman concludes that “rape is merely a narrative pretext for setting

this bizarrely pleasurable pattern in motion” (p. 107). In fact, he declares that most rape-

revenge films “are either so overtly exploitational or so clearly within entertainment genre

traditions that they do not even masquerade as seriously concerned with women and

rape” (p. 107, italics added). Rather, in Lehman’s account, these films “are a licensed form

of violence in which a woman acts out male desires for the erotic satisfaction of a

predominantly male mass audience” (p. 114).

In The Monstrous-Feminine (1993), Creed’s analysis of Spit also focuses on

masochistic pleasure, Jennifer’s beauty, and male genitalia, particularly castration anxiety.

At times, Creed recalls Clover: “Jennifer’s revenge is terrible, exact and executed in

perfect style. She is transformed from a friendly, likeable but ordinary woman into a

deadly and powerful killer” (p. 129). But contrary to Clover, Creed contends that

Jennifer’s strength does not stem from some gendered transformation; “because the

heroine is represented as resourceful, intelligent, and dangerous it does not follow that she

should be seen as a pseudo man” (p. 127). Indeed, like Lehman, Creed asserts that

because “the scenes in which Jennifer carries out her revenge are deliberately eroticized”

(p. 129), they “offer a form of masochistic pleasure to the viewer” (p. 130). Creed,

however, locates the source of this pleasure, as well as the rationale for the rapists’

actions, in Jennifer’s ‘monstrous’ femininity, which is to say, her abjection.

Applying Julia Kristeva’s (1982) observations about abjection (see Chapter 3

herein) and Linda Williams’ (1984) theory that woman’s ‘abnormality’ mirrors that of the

monster’s,  Creed claims that horror films frequently feature female monsters due to their16
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potential to consume or castrate men. Specifically, Creed sees Jennifer as an example of

the femme castratrice, “a modern-day version of the ancient Sirens” who, through their

beautiful song, lured men to their deaths (p. 128). In Spit, then, “Woman is monstrous

because she castrates, or kills, the male during coition” (p. 129), and for the male viewer,

the erotic Jennifer “arouses a fear of castration and death while simultaneously playing on

a masochistic desire for death, pleasure and oblivion” (p. 130). In other words, as an

ambiguous figure, the femme castratrice represents a masculine subject’s sexual longing

for the very thing (the female body) which also represents his potential annihilation. And

although the desire and the horror that the femme represents are repressed, they’re still

there, threatening from the margins. Creed thus argues, as many second-wave feminists

had, that men’s fear of woman’s power to destroy them drives men to despise, and

consequently punish, women. And for Creed, this is what the rapes in Spit are all about:

It seems clear that woman is actually being punished because, by her very nature,
she represents the threat of castration. . . . If the scenes of castration and killing in
I Spit on Your Grave had been filmed first and the rape scenes presented last, the
extreme violence of the rapes might be more understandable. As the film stands,
the rape scenes at the beginning can really only be understood retrospectively as
the actions of a group of men who are terrified of women. . . . The sadistic nature
of the attack can only be seen as an attempt to rob woman of her terrifying – but
imaginary – powers before she can use them. (pp. 130-131)

So, although Creed notes that “the monstrous-feminine is constructed as an active rather

than passive figure,” she cautions about assuming “that this image is ‘feminist’ or

‘liberated’” and contends, “The presence of the monstrous-feminine in the popular horror

film speaks to us more about male fears than about female desire or feminine subjectivity”

(p. 7). As for Spit, Creed concludes, much as Ebert had, that it “is still misogynistic in its

representation of woman” (p. 129). 

From this assessment in particular, while clearly feminist, we can begin to see the

effects and limitations of examining Spit psychodynamically rather than contextually, most

notably the loss of an appreciation for how the film converged discursively with the

contemporaneous feminist anti-rape movement. Now, Clover (1992) does make several

references to feminist discourse in her analysis. She observes of rape-revenge films in
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general, “As if in deference to the feminist discussion of rape in the last two decades, rape

is virtually always seen not just as an individual act but as a social and political act as

well”; thus, “the fantasy of female revenge . . . brings with it, is indeed predicated on,

detailed and sometimes trenchant analyses of quotidian patriarchy” (p. 144). Then, with

regard to Spit, besides mentioning the familiar dynamic of group rape and the

“normalization” of the rapists in the film (i.e., “the decline of the rapist-as-psychopathic-

creep and the rise of the rapist-as-standard-guy”) (p. 144), Clover writes, 

[I]t may be the feminist account of rape in the last two decades that has both
authorized a film like I Spit on Your Grave and shaped its politics. The redefinition
of rape as an offense on a par with murder, together with the well-publicized
testimonials on the part of terrified and angry victims, must be centrally responsible
for lodging rape as a crime deserving of the level of punishment on which revenge
narratives are predicated. (After all, I Spit on Your Grave is nothing more or less
than a dramatization of the ‘castrate rapists’ slogan of the seventies.) (pp. 152-153,
emphases added)

Clearly, then, Clover recognizes that Spit tapped into the feminist discourses of speaking-

out and fighting back. Moreover, when she contrasts Jennifer’s revenge to Jodie Foster’s

rape victim’s reliance upon the legal system in the Oscar-winning film The Accused

(1988), Clover suggests that the mainstreaming of rape-revenge films has diluted their

feminist politics; she claims, “I Spit on Your Grave, in short, is the repressed of The

Accused” (p. 151). But, rather than explore why a “dramatization of the ‘castrate rapists’

slogan” would ignite a controversy, why that slogan later vanished, or why Spit was

‘repressed’ after the 1970s, Clover remarks simply, “I Spit on Your Grave’s exploitation

and appropriation of feminism are no cause for surprise. What interests me here is what

this particular instance reveals about the male viewer’s investment in the tormented female

body that appears before him on-screen” (p. 165, italics added).17

Indeed, as Ebert had, Clover, Lehman, and Creed each presume that Spit’s viewer

is male (and heterosexual) and that he enjoys what he’s seeing on-screen, which, in their

psychodynamic accounts, necessitates his separation or distance from the abnormal or

monstrous, which often means the feminine. As I reviewed in Chapter 3, essential to both

Freudian and Lacanian accounts of the formation of gender identities is the process in
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which a male child: breaks his attachment to his (m)other, whom he sees as frightening

due to her castrated state or power to consume his self; represses his desire for her and

what she represents; and then identifies with his father in order to become a man or

masculine subject. I also noted in Chapter 1 that this process of separation and

identification resembles the exclusionary strategy of self-abstraction required for

participation in the public sphere. Here, one must transcend his private concerns and leave

them behind in the intimate sphere–that of women and the body–to join with others who

share his interests–other men. Hence, the common theme is that to be masculine is to

separate from, to not be, the feminine. Or, put another way, masculinity depends upon the

exclusion of the feminine and its associations.

Because of the unconventional representations of women in female rape-revenge

films, Clover, Lehman, and Creed do depart from classical Freudianism’s belief that

woman is merely castrated and innately passive, as well as Laura Mulvey’s (1975/1988)

theory that female characters are always victims of the sadistic gaze of the masculine

spectator (see Chapter 3). Nonetheless, the authors still presume, to borrow from Steven

Shaviro’s (1993) discussion of psychoanalytic criticism, an “aesthetics of distance” and a

“drama of trauma and disavowal” on the part of the male spectator (p. 13). According to

Clover, the male viewer enjoys Spit because he recognizes the feminization of the rapists,

distances himself from them, and, only after she is masculinized, identifies with the

victorious Jennifer. So, in the end, the feminine is still castrated, inferior, and defeated.

Lehman and Creed take into account Jennifer’s assault on the male body and assume some

masochism on the male viewer’s part. Yet, neither really allows him to be positioned

vulnerably as the victim. While the rapists are ultimately “positioned in places traditionally

reserved for women,” Lehman declares that they are too vile with which to identify (p.

106). Appalled by the rapes, the ‘normal’ male spectator thus distances himself from the

‘abnormal’ rapists. The only masochism experienced, then, is when the viewer’s desire for

the erotic woman is punished. In fact, Lehman suggests that the primary pleasure is still

sadistic, as the woman–now just a mere tool rather than a mere sex object–squelches the
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(abnormal) homosexual desire of the (normal) heterosexual viewer. As for Creed, her

entire argument about Spit rests upon the belief that men (characters and viewers) are both

attracted to and repelled by the innate threat that is woman. Again, woman is an object of

men’s desire and that desire leads to their demise. But then, mitigating the impact that this

traumatic ending–that the woman might win!–may have on male viewers, Creed reads the

film backwards and concludes that the whole story is sadistic and misogynistic; that is, one

of a monstrous woman getting what she deserves rather than male rapists getting what

they deserve.

Because psychoanalytic theories themselves are replete with tales of mutilation,

trauma, and anxiety, it’s understandably appealing to apply them to horror films, which are

further assumed to afford viewers a temporary and vicarious (i.e., safe) way to experience

the release of repressed desires (see Wood, 1979). But what if Spit isn’t a horror film?

Certainly, it was promoted as such at a peak of the genre’s popularity; with its new title

and poster, it was better able to compete for attention among the likes of Bloodsucking

Freaks (1976) and Cannibal Holocaust (1980). But is that enough? Nick Lacey (2000)

observes of written horror, with logical applicability to film, “Of course individual horror

texts do not have to follow all the expectations you have but if it fails to follow a sufficient

number then it will no longer be a horror text” (p. 136). Despite Spit’s special notoriety

and that Jennifer takes revenge alone, Clover, Lehman, and Creed not only lump Spit in

with other rape-revenge films (indeed, not one examines Spit by itself), they consider these

films a sub-genre of horror. And, as Ebert had, Clover explicitly conflates Spit and its

contemporary, the slasher film. But when compared to the conventions of the slasher (e.g.,

promiscuous teens, a deformed and/or masked killer, a signature weapon, suspenseful

music, attacks at night, close-ups of the victim’s eyes and wounds), Spit fails to conform

to nearly all of them. Even Ebert (1981) admitted, “Although the violence in the film was

undoubtedly staged . . . the film had the raw impact of those pornographic films which are

essentially just documentary records of behavior” (p. 54). Thus, he recognized that Spit

was different, more real than other horror films of its day.
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Now, recall that Ebert then blamed Spit’s “lack of artistry” and “raw” construction

for its inability to create a safe distance between itself and the audience, and while he

perceived this as a failure, Spit’s defenders saw this as an appropriate way to represent the

seriousness of rape. Either way, what’s important here is that if Spit isn’t a generic horror

film, and if it doesn’t easily allow for conventional cinematic distance, then perhaps it also

doesn’t invoke the pleasures that Clover, Lehman, and Creed propose. Ebert’s is the main

account of men’s initial response to Spit, and because he witnessed cheering during the

rapes he supposed that the viewers, like the rapists, were sadistic misogynists. Starr

(1984), however, offered an alternative explanation for this behavior:

To watch it in the presence of a large, mostly male audience, however, is to
witness the film with some terrified viewers, despite appearances to the contrary.
The realisation that one’s fellow viewers are potential rapists can be devastating
when one is relating to the experience of being raped. No wonder men resort to
laughing and joking around – they will do anything to prove that they are not upset
by all this rape business. (p. 54, italics orig.)

In other words, perhaps their laughter was nervous laughter. Or, perhaps the male viewers

were responding more to each other than the film–trying to fit in and performing their

masculinity for the other men in the audience.  It’s also quite possible that viewers simply18

didn’t know what they were getting into with Spit and therefore didn’t know how to

respond. Because Spit was marketed as a fantastical, ridiculous, exploitive horror film,

they likely expected it to be such. So, if Spit violated those expectations, viewers

themselves may have felt violated; they may have been confused, disgruntled, or shocked

by the film’s audacity.  Moreover, thanks to Siskel and Ebert’s unwitting publicity for the19

film and its subsequent infamy, many have probably seen Spit just out of curiosity. To

therefore presume pleasure, even masochistic, precludes every other emotion, including

displeasure, and maybe Spit’s male viewers don’t enjoy feeling threatened or victimized.

And maybe, as Spit’s defenders asserted, that’s the point. But in any case, as Andrew

Tudor (1997) notes in his history of the horror film, “precisely the same representation of

a monster can be found frightening, repulsive, hideous, pitiful, or laughable by audiences

in different social circumstances and at different times” (p. 456). Thus, speculating as to
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what a viewer may feel or do when watching a film tells us very little about the context of

that reception.

Besides being widely criticized for universalizing spectatorial experiences, film

theories influenced by psychoanalysis have been denounced for their ahistoricism. With

regard to Clover, Lehman, and Creed, Read (2000) challenges how each approaches rape-

revenge films. She affirms “that rape-revenge is not a sub-genre of horror, but a narrative

structure which, on meeting second-wave feminism in the 1970s, has produced a

historically specific but generically diverse cycle of films,” and claims that Clover’s model

“is unable to adequately account for historical change, for either the endurance or the

mutability of the rape-revenge story” (p. 11). As for Creed, Read points out that her

equation of the monstrous-feminine with horror “means that almost any representation of

woman as deadly or murderous can be classified as a horror film” and, thus, “the category

ultimately becomes so large and all encompassing as to disintegrate into meaninglessness”

(p. 27). Read then observes that 124 of the 208 films that Creed mentions were made

between 1970 and 1992, which suggests to Read a historical link that could be “better

understood in terms of the rise of second-wave feminism and discourses of rape than in

relation to ahistorical and universal psychoanalytic concepts such as castration anxiety” (p.

28). Then, “against Lehman’s claim that these films ‘do not even masquerade as seriously

concerned with women and rape,’” Read argues that “the rape-revenge film can be seen as

both enabled by, and a response to, the feminist discourses that emerged at virtually the

same historical moment (the 1970s)” (pp. 52-53). 

That Clover, Lehman, and Creed would be concerned with a male viewer’s

reaction to Spit’s revenge scenes makes sense given the primacy afforded masculine

subjectivity in psychoanalytic thought and Freudianism’s preoccupation with castration

anxiety. However, to focus on such things at the expense of the rape scenes when rape

had been such a visible and controversial issue during the film’s production and exhibition

further marginalizes the issue. Similarly, to characterize the rapists as abnormal again

makes rape seem an unusual act and is, to borrow Mehrhof and Kearon’s (1971/1973)
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words, “an apolitical explanation of rape” (p. 231). Finally, to reduce Jennifer to either a

masculine subject, a sex object, or a monster contains the threat that she represents. I

don’t mean some innate threat (indeed, to assume something inherently frightening about

women is not empowering) but how she may become a threat as a result of what’s been

done to her, which was basically the anti-rape movement’s message about fighting back. 

Even though Clover, Lehman, and Creed’s analyses do not offer much insight into

Spit’s negotiation of feminist anti-rape discourse, as an element of the film’s historical

reception, I think they do offer clues as to what happened to feminism itself. As I shall

explain next, by the time the film had attracted Ebert’s attention in 1980, the anti-rape

movement had already undergone appreciable structural and ideological changes, resulting

in both an increased focus on women’s victimization and the loss of the radical feminist

critique of rape. It is within this context, then, that the reception of Spit must be situated

and, as I will address in Chapter 6, that pornography emerged as a major feminist issue.

The Transformation of the Anti-Rape Movement

Rape was the first issue radical feminists could really claim as their own and, in

many ways, was the quintessential radical feminist issue, which is to say, it was extremely

broad and totally unwieldy. The issue itself could encompass nearly all the others they had

raised: Marriage and prostitution, in which women were treated as men’s property,

legitimized rape; beauty standards, designed to make women appealing to men, were a

convenient way to blame women for rape; gender roles, which conditioned women to be

passive, made rape easier; in rape, there was no concern for a woman’s sexual pleasure;

likewise, rape was a clear instance of compulsory heterosexuality; rape could even be

connected to reproductive rights because, again, a woman had no ‘choice.’ Indeed, as

radical feminists defined it, rape was something that affected every woman and, as such,

was an issue that could potentially unite all women. NYRF’s Connell and Wilson (1974b)

stated, “Unlike other issues, such as prostitution or marriage, there is little debate on

rape—its oppressive nature is obvious” (p. 59). Rape was also both “a theoretical tool

with which to cut away at the romanticism that obscures the real relationship between men
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and women” (p. 60, italics added) and a practical concern, a concrete act that harmed

women physically and psychologically. So, rape affected women on a private/personal

level, but, because it was everywhere and affected every woman, it was also a

public/political issue. Radical feminists, by framing rape as all-encompassing, much as they

had patriarchy itself, therefore felt that they “must combat rape on many different fronts”

(p. 176). Yet, doing so would ultimately compromise their ultimate goal, which was “a

revolutionary transformation of our society” (p. 250).

From the movement’s beginning, anti-rape feminists were very clear that: “Rape is

only a symptom of the massive sickness called sexism, and the sickness itself must be

cured” (Medea & Thompson, 1974, p. 130); “rape is not an isolated act that can be rooted

out from patriarchy without ending patriarchy itself” (Griffin, 1971/1977, p. 322); and

“Really to solve the rape problem, then, the male-dominated social structure has to go”

(Russell, 1975/1984, p. 284). But  radical, structural, revolutionary change wasn’t going

to happen overnight, and in the meantime, women were not only being raped but, as one

victim put it, “The rape wasn’t half as bad as what came afterward” (Connell & Wilson,

1974b, p. 49). Not only did families, friends, and lovers often doubt a victim’s story or

suspect provocation on her part, those officially charged with treating the victim and

helping her seek justice–the police, hospitals, lawyers, jurors, and judges–subscribed to the

same myths about rape that blamed the victim and, thus, often committed a “second rape”

(Matthews, 1994, p. 11).  So, besides speaking-out and exposing myths to raise public20

consciousness about the ‘truths’ of rape, and besides promoting self-defense to empower

women or, as a few did, suggesting humiliation or revenge to shame would-be or punish

actual rapists, feminists took aim at all the institutions that dealt directly with rape victims

to improve the process through which a victim must go should she choose to report the

rape, which anti-rape activists strongly encouraged: “If rape is to be seen as something

more than a locker room joke, it must be reported. It’s the only way. Legislation can’t be

changed until the appalling frequency of the crime is made known. . . . We have to take

rape out of the closet” (Horos, 1974, p.81, italics orig.). But on top of all this, because no
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one else was yet helping victims, feminists did that as well through rape crisis work.

Although unbelievably admirable, this agenda was overly ambitious and full of

dilemmas. To improve the treatment of rape victims required that feminists engage the

very establishments (law enforcement, medical, and legal) of the society they wanted to

transform (not reform), all but guaranteeing that said transformation would never occur.

Moreover, although rape crisis centers emerged out of a grassroots effort, with volunteers

and a collectivist orientation, they too would need help to survive, and that help, which is

always conditional, would come from state agencies whose ideologies and goals were

fundamentally opposed to those of radical feminism. Finally, though feminists understood

that the services they were providing for individual women were essential, they also

feared, and in hindsight for good reason, that this would take the focus off their larger

political goals. For the remainder of this chapter, I will review some of the feminist anti-

rape efforts so that we may better understand both what the movement accomplished and

what it lost. In the end, while rape laws were changed and hospital and police procedures

improved, women were still raped, still damaged goods, still victims who needed

protection, and the movement’s radical critique of patriarchy and radical action of fighting

back were contained. And, as I’ve argued, we can clearly see the effects of these gains and

losses in the reception of the film I Spit on Your Grave.

Police & Hospitals

One of the ‘many different fronts’ in the fight against rape involved law

enforcement. Medea and Thompson (1974) recalled, “Again and again women told us,

‘The reaction of the police was, if possible, worse than the rape’” (p. 25). Besides running

into “disbelief and suspicion on the part of the police” (Medea & Thompson, p. 118), who

may “see the situation from the offender’s point of view rather than from the victim’s”

(Wood, 1974, p. 151), some victims reported police making “snide remarks” such as, “‘I

know why you got raped’”; “linger[ing] over sexual details with relish”; and asking

questions such as, “‘How many orgasms did you have?’” and “‘How big was he?’” At

least one victim reported procedural “incompetence and inefficiency” (Russell, 1975/1984,
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p. 199), leading to a “totally and completely bungled affair” (p. 202). Overall, the attitudes

and practices of law enforcement were crucial to consider because they had “absolute

discretion as to whether or not any action is taken to obtain a conviction” and “may

neglect to work on cases which they feel are unsubstantiated” (Wood, p. 151).

Unless the victim was badly injured, the police interview was usually followed by

the medical examination, which for many hospitals was a “bureaucratic nuisance” (Connell

& Wilson, 1974b, p. 198). Most private hospitals would not accept rape victims because

of the “red tape and legal complications” and physicians’ reluctance to take the time to

testify in court (Horos, 1974, p. 85). Plus, Catholic hospitals refused rape cases because

“proper treatment would include some measure toward preventing pregnancy” (Medea &

Thompson, 1974, p. 114). Thus, rape victims typically ended up in public emergency

rooms where they often had to wait for hours, may again “receive callous and sometimes

even punitive treatment” (Russell, 1975/1984, p. 292), and were frequently “examined by

an intern or resident who has had little training in the gentle art of being humane to rape

victims” (Horos, p. 86). Beyond that, the “disinterested and uncooperative attitudes of the

hospital hierarchy” resulted in few hospitals following, or even having, uniform procedures

for preventing pregnancy and disease, referring victims to counseling, gathering and

preserving physical evidence of the crime, and then releasing their findings to police or

district attorney (Connell & Wilson, p. 199).

Although they met with much resistance when trying to remedy these problems,

anti-rape feminists successfully campaigned for such things as sensitivity training for police

officers and hospital staff, the hire of more female police detectives to deal with rape

victims, and private waiting areas in hospitals (Csida & Csida, 1974; Horos, 1974). And

though many radical women were loathe to do it, they attended police roll calls to provide

information about and monitor the searches for rape suspects (Matthews, 1994).

Laws & The Courts

Because “Rape laws were not designed to protect a woman’s right to physical or

sexual autonomy, but to preserve male rights of ownership in valuable property, including
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sexual and reproductive property” (Clark & Lewis, 1977, p. 159), and because “The laws

as they stand now reflect only suspicion and mistrust of the victim” (p. 125) and “a deep-

seated distrust of all women” (Connell & Wilson, 1974b, p. 131), most anti-rape feminists

found it necessary to rid the legal system of its sexist ways of dealing with rape and rape

victims. One goal was to expand the definition of rape and reclassify it as an assault rather

than a sex crime.  Connell and Wilson (1974b) claimed that doing so would also help to21

change “the simple fact . . . that in every courtroom in this nation the rape victim, and not

the rapist, is put on trial, judged, and found guilty or innocent” (p. 125). 

Feminists addressed two related ways in which “Rape laws are designed to protect

males against the charge of rape” (Mehrhof & Kearon, 1971/1973, p. 232). First, as

Connell and Wilson (1974b) observed, “In all other criminal proceedings the adversary

presentation of evidence is held to be a sufficient aid to the accurate determination of the

facts. But in rape cases the testimony of the victim must be corroborated” (p. 126).  Why22

the “peculiarly stringent evidentiary requirements for proof of rape” (Barnett, 1974, p.

134)? “The assumption is that women, given their nature, will make numerous false

accusations of rape—and so corroboration is a means of preventing women from doing

so” (Connell & Wilson, 1974b, p. 127). In other words, it was presumed that the

victim–“motivated by envy, revenge, or rebellion” (Mehrhof & Kearon, p. 232)–was lying

and it was therefore she who had to prove that she wasn’t; “While the defendant is

innocent until proven guilty, the prosecutrix in rape cases is guilty of making a false

accusation until proven innocent” (Connell & Wilson, p. 126). Closely related to

corroboration requirements, which existed in some form in thirteen states (Rose, 1977),

was the courtroom practice of judging a victim’s credibility based on her past sexual

conduct. Here, the assumption was that “if the rape victim is unchaste she could not

possibly be telling the truth” (Connell & Wilson, p. 129).  According to Brownmiller23

(1975/1981), the admissibility of the victim’s ‘reputation’ demonstrated the law’s

evidentiary double-standard: “While a woman’s past sexual history may be trotted out for

a jury’s appraisal, a man’s relevant sexual history, including prior charges and convictions
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for rape, may not be introduced in[to] evidence if he does not take the witness stand” (p.

417). Thus, as Mehrhof and Kearon (1971/1973) saw it, “It is clear that women do not

come under the law on anything like an equal footing with men. . . . Women as victims of

rape, unlike the general victim of assault, are not assumed to be independent,

indistinguishable and equal citizens” (p. 232).24

Once feminists began to challenge rape laws, change happened quickly, if only

incrementally. By the end of 1974, eight states had changed some element of their rape

statutes, including New York, which repealed its corroboration requirements, and eleven

more had reform bills pending. But because most states’ laws had to be dismantled

piecemeal, only one, Michigan, had a completely new rape law with comprehensive

reforms (Bevacqua, 2000). By 1980, however, the year of Spit’s release, all fifty states and

the District of Columbia had passed or at least considered “pro-victim” reforms.

I have two main points to make. First, feminists’ issue with corroboration

requirements was that a rape victim’s testimony alone was considered insufficient evidence

to prove that a rape had occurred. They were further concerned about how a rape victim’s

past sexual history would make her appear a less credible witness. Thus, feminists wanted

to put more stock into the victim’s testimony as it related only to the act of rape in

question. Referring to New York’s repeal of corroboration requirements, Connell and

Wilson (1974b) argued, “The legislative repeal of corroboration does not automatically

mean that women will get a fair trial; it only means that they will at last get a trial” (p.

130); thus, feminists must “defend the right of women to testify about crimes committed

against them without harassment and intimidation” (p. 131). 

However, the practice of witnessing–of victims testifying on their own behalf–has

drawbacks. When a female victim is forced to recall every intimate and traumatic detail of

a rape, it highlights her vulnerability and status as a victim. As I discussed earlier, not only

does this negate the empowerment message behind self-defense and fighting back, it draws

more attention to her body amidst the rational discourse of a masculinist legal system

which privleges self-abstraction. In turn, because, as Melissa Deem (1996) explains, there
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is a “naturalized” link between political agency and speech in the public sphere, discourses

about a violation of the body are often considered ‘complaints’ rather than legitimate, or

public, forms of speech. Thus, although Connell and Wilson had declared, “Raising the

issue of rape was definitely not uniting ‘under the mass slogan, ‘Ouch’’ but an attempt to

mobilize women to combat their oppression in a sexist society” (p. 174), that sexist

society was not going to embrace anti-rape discourse, a form of the female complaint, as

long as women continued to be framed as vulnerable.

Second, it’s important to note that few, if any, of the changes to rape laws would

have been possible had the state, with its tough-on-crime agenda, not been receptive to

those changes, or prior to 1973, when, after abortion was decriminalized, “rape became an

organizing issue for liberal feminists” (Bevacqua, 2000, p. 35). As for the latter, while

radical feminists were the primary supporters of self-defense for women, liberal feminists

were better equipped to influence lawmakers. Groups such as Washington, D.C.’s

Women’s Legal Defense Fund and various local chapters of NOW and the Women’s

Political Caucus had gained valuable legal and political skills while filing discrimination

lawsuits against employers and lobbying for the Equal Rights Amendment and abortion

rights. This, however, points to one reason why the radical critique of the anti-rape

movement was lost; not only was one aspect of the rape issue taken out of radical

feminists’ hands, but whereas radical feminists had avowed wanting to ‘destroy the

system,’ liberal feminists believed in working from ‘within the system.’

Radical feminists would then lose even more control over the rape issue when their

concerns about violence against women converged with conservatives’ concerns about

violent crime in general. Although efforts to restore ‘law and order’ and study the causes

of violence had been underway during the Johnson administration (also see Chapter 6),

Richard Nixon notably campaigned on an anti-crime platform, thereby enabling rape to

become a significant public policy issue (Bevacqua, 2000). Nancy Matthews (1994)

similarly states, “Rape had become a legitimate topic not only in the grassroots movement,

but was being discussed at all levels of government” (p. 57). Yet, she points out, “‘Law
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and order’ anti-crime rhetoric focused on conviction rates, while feminists on many local

fronts raised additional questions about getting cases into the system at all, and about help

for victims of crime.” Indeed, a 1974 article in Time, “Revolt Against Rape,” conveyed

that rape had “the lowest conviction rate of any violent crime. Meanwhile, the incidence of

reported rape is increasing at a startling rate,” and “The FBI estimates that the actual

number of attacks is at least double that reported.” In addition, then, to the changes in

rape laws, the National Center for Prevention and Control of Rape was established in

1975 (Matthews, 1994).

This is significant because it involved more than just working ‘within’ the system;

it signaled feminism’s increasing reliance upon the state. Whereas anti-rape feminists had

spent considerable time exposing how the male ‘protection racket’ kept women vulnerable

to rape, their engagement with the legal system stemmed from the desire for more

protection, not from individual men, but from a masculinist state. And, somewhat

ironically, this particular tough-on-crime state was a large force in the backlash against the

very atmosphere of social protest out of which second-wave feminism had emerged in the

first place. Thus, continuing to treat women as vulnerable and in need of protection was

not a radical challenge to this system. 

Moreover, dealing with rape through sanctioned legal means effectively contained

the discourse about those ‘extralegal’ ways of fighting back against rapists which may

have made men more vulnerable. Now, this wouldn’t have mattered had anti-rape

feminists been able to support their ambitious plan all by themselves. But they lacked the

resources–the time, money, and experience–to do all that they wanted to do. And what

legislator or law enforcement agency was going to support a movement in which some of

its members advocated publicly humiliating, beating up, let alone castrating rapists? What

mental health agency was going to endorse the notion that ‘normal’ men rape? If what

radical feminists had said about the ubiquity and perniciousness of rape was correct, what

patriarchal society was going to relinquish its most effective weapon? 

Perhaps nowhere more, then, can we see the effects of anti-rape feminists’ reliance
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upon the state than in the keystone of the anti-rape movement itself–the rape crisis center.

In her excellent history of the transformation of rape crisis centers throughout the 1970s,

Matthews (1994) identifies that, despite wholly contradictory ideologies, the state was

willing to give what anti-rape feminists needed: “It is not clear how conscious anti-rape

feminists were of coopting the anti-crime rhetoric for their own ends, but funding services

became a particular nexus for state involvement in the movement” (p. 57).

Rape Crisis Centers

While working to remedy the problems with the ways in which victims were

treated by all the establishments who were supposed to help them, feminists themselves

offered services that no one else was providing, such as: 24-hour telephone hotlines; peer

counseling; professional referrals; advice about how to navigate the law enforcement,

medical, and legal systems; accompaniment to the police station, hospital, district

attorney’s office, and courtroom; training for rape crisis counselors; self-defense classes;

and community education programs. In 1974, Medea and Thompson wrote,

[T]he crisis center has grown into one of the most significant forms of action that
the women’s movement has so far developed. It not only provides desperately
needed support for the victim, it can also reach a woman at a moment of profound
rage and help her to channel it, perhaps for the first time, outward, toward the
society which caused it. Finally, because it is a concrete activity which people can
understand, the rape crisis center can focus public attention on the problem of
rape. (p. 127)

By 1974, although the anti-rape movement had barely been in existence for three years, at

least forty states had rape crisis centers (Horos, 1974), which NYRF’s Connell and Wilson

(1974b) described as “a unique grass-roots phenomenon” (p. 177) in which “Collective

decision-making is considered very important by all groups. This means that the group

structure is non-hierarchical” (Wilson, 1974, p. 185, italics orig.). Indeed, for radical

feminists, it was important that their organizational structure match their ideology

(Matthews, 1994). 

They recognized, however, that “funding poses massive problems for any

collective” (Wilson, 1974, p. 179). Because of the scarcity of funds to pay for staff, space,
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the hotlines, and other materials, not only were volunteers “so overworked” and “burnt-

out,” “keeping the center open, rather than the political change, naturally becomes the

priority” (Wilson, p. 178). “Hopefully,” Cassandra Wilson (1974) noted, “they will not

become so involved with their services to rape victims that they cease becoming political

action groups.” Optimistically, some anti-rape feminists saw the centers as only

“temporary measures” (Wood, 1974, p. 156), and they wanted to avoid accepting grants,

not only because of the “added paperwork and responsibility,” but because not everyone

could be on the payroll and “Having a few full-time, salaried workers and a large number

of volunteer workers creates a definite split in the collective and might be the beginning of

a hierarchical structure” (Connell & Wilson, p. 179). Despite anti-rape feminists’

optimism, most of their fears came true.

Matthews (1994) explains that, initially, “The movement tended to be anti-state,

stemming both from its roots in the leftist counter-culture and the particular violations of

rape victims by the police,” and therefore, “many feminist anti-rape activists saw their

work as an alternative to relying on or being involved with the criminal justice system” (p.

xii). Accordingly, “Skepticism toward the state extended to careful scrutiny of possible

funding sources.” In 1974, Connell and Wilson remarked that the issues of limited funding

and being overworked “are still minor ones” because, for the women who work in the rape

crisis centers, “their political commitment to the issue of rape is so strong” (p. 180).

Moreover, because of the relative newness of the issue and the growing media attention it

was receiving (see Endnote 1), it was likely that there was still enough enthusiasm to draw

new volunteers and for the centers to raise funds on their own. For example, in addition to

bake sales and car washes (Matthews, 1994), Csida and Csida (1974) conveyed that some

centers were able to sustain themselves through “donations, sale of rape literature, lecture

fees and sponsorship of rape conferences” (p. 141) . 

But by the mid-1970s, as the public’s interest began to wane and as an economic

recession made it harder for women to freely give of their time, Matthews (1994) explains

that many rape crisis centers began to accept ‘soft’ grants from mental health agencies.
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The women were still able to run their own centers for the most part, but volunteers were

increasingly being replaced by professional counselors. Then, Matthews writes, “Many of

the rape crisis organizations found themselves in financial crisis by 1979” (p. 64); “1979

was a turning point in the anti-rape movement. Survival on soft grant money had proven

unreliable for the long haul,” competitive spirits undermined many of the centers’

collective efforts, and many were forced to apply for funding from criminal justice

agencies (p. 65). State involvement produced several related effects. First, “The crucial

material power of funding agencies in a grants economy gives them the ideological power

to define what is important work, shaping the services that organizations provide” (p.

126). And with the focus now on providing mental health services to individual victims

rather than critiquing the society which promotes rape, what “originated as an expression

of the new feminist politics, today it is also a manifestation of a therapeutic society” (p.

xiii). Therefore, Matthews concludes, “While gains have been made in getting the state to

respond to important feminist concerns, such as violence against women, the deeper

feminist project of reconstituting society has lost ground” (p. 127).

In this chapter, I have argued that both the successes and the failures of the anti-

rape movement, as evidenced by what happened to rape crisis work during the 1970s, can

be seen in the reception of I Spit on Your Grave, a film which exhibited many of the issues

associated with feminist anti-rape discourse but whose threatening ‘messages’ about the

normalcy of rape and the vulnerable male body have been contained, much like the anti-

rape movement itself. I have also discussed the institutions that feminists attacked in their

fight against rape–namely, law enforcement, hospitals, and the legal system. But as anti-

rape feminists argued, there were cultural forces which perpetuated rape as well. As the

anti-rape movement failed to achieve its ultimate goals of eradicating rape and patriarchy,

feminists began to attack rape on this cultural front. And it’s in this context that the anti-

pornography movement and the film Snuff (1976), the subjects of the next chapter, should

also be understood.

Notes
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1. Bevacqua (2000) charts the number of television news stories about rape from 1969 to
1980. From only 3 stories in 1969, coverage increased to 29 in 1975, 30 in 1977, and, at
its peak, 40 in 1978, with a sharp drop following, to only 3 again in 1980. This is
somewhat consistent with what she finds with regard to The New York Times’ coverage of
rape. From 18 stories in 1968, the number increased to 108 in 1973, 117 in 1974, 105 in
1978, again followed by a drop to 67 by 1980. Moreover, Bevacqua finds that throughout
the mid-1970s, television movies, news specials, documentaries, and even sitcoms (e.g.,
All in the Family) helped to publicize the issue of rape.

2. This all points to why, not only were there no laws against marital rape in the 1970s
(husbands ‘owned’ their wives), but victims who weren’t virgins found it exceedingly
difficult to convince others that they had been raped. For example, Mehrhof and Kearon
(1971/1973) offered the fact, “In North Carolina, only a virgin can claim to have been the
victim of rape” (p. 232).

3. One rape victim (as cited in Russell, 1975/1984) described her attacker’s rationale: 
He felt that women oppressed him because he needed them badly, and they were
always playing games with him like going to his house and then saying no. There
he was, a man who had the physical power to lock me up and rape me, without
any real threat of societal punishment, telling me that I was oppressive because I
was a woman! Then he started telling me he could understand how men sometimes
go out and rape women. . . . That’s how he justified the whole thing. He kept
saying women were forcing him to rape them by not being there when he needed
them. (p. 99, italics orig.)

4. Different sources identify the birth year of Camille Keaton, the actor who played
Jennifer, as 1947 and 1950.

5. A comment by Medea and Thompson (1974) is relevant here. Of their female readers,
they asked, “Isn’t it remarkable that when you insist on controlling your own time, you are
being rude, but when a man insists on taking up your time, he is being friendly?”

6. The incident to which Russell (1975/1984) referred involved a San Francisco woman
who “bit her would-be rapist severely on the tongue when he tried to kiss her, and was
stabbed by him with four knives, the blades of two of them breaking off in her body” (p.
285). Similarly, Csida and Csida (1974) recounted the story of a New York woman who
successfully resisted being raped, but after requiring “120 stitches to close the wounds on
her neck and face” and being “permanently disfigured,” told police, “‘I wish I hadn’t
fought—then maybe he wouldn’t have cut me up the way he did’” (p. 81).

7. Little’s first name is alternately spelled Joan, JoAnn, and JoAnne in various print
sources.
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8. Brownmiller prefaced a passage from Victoria Sullivan’s New York Times review of
Alfred Hitchcock’s 1972 film Frenzy this way: 

Her furious conclusion with which I heartily agree: “I suddenly want to retaliate: I
want to see films about men getting raped by women. . . . I want to see the camera
linger on the look of terror in his eyes when he suddenly realizes that the woman is
bigger, stronger and far more brutal than he.” (p. 335)

9. Ebert (1981) remarked that when he saw the film the second time it “had been
extensively cut” (p. 55), implying that he saw the full version at his first screening.

10. Just as in Bian.’s (1978) Variety review of Day of the Woman, Lors.’ (1983) Variety
review of the re-release listed the running time as 101 minutes, or the full version.

11. The MPAA’s legal victory may have come too late to stifle Spit’s success on video,
however. By the end of 1984, over 20,000 copies of Spit had already been sold (Zoglin,
1984).

12. Spit did finally become legal to possess in Britain in 2001, but still only in an edited
form; seven minutes of the rape scenes were cut (Williams, 2002).

13. With regard to whether Spit is told from Jennifer’s point of view, I would add the
obvious: 1) Camille Keaton’s (Jennifer) name is listed first and by itself during the opening
credits; 2) Jennifer is the “I” in the title of the film; and 3) as mentioned earlier, the film’s
tagline justifies Jennifer’s revenge even prior to seeing the film. 

14. Like most feminist successors to Freud and Lacan, Clover (1992) criticizes the
androcentric psychoanalytic paradigm while retaining key parts of it to advance her ideas.
She explains, following Thomas Laqueur (1990), that a pre-Freudian, eighteenth-century,
“earlier world construed the sexes as inside versus outside versions of a single
genital/reproduction system” (p. 13). In other words, the penis and the vagina are
“physiologically identical,” one is simply outside while the other is inside. Although the
male and female sex organs are variations on the same in this model, Clover admits that
the male variation was still considered superior and ‘normal’ because the inverted female
organ was thought to be ‘mutated’ and in the wrong place. Despite the misogyny of this
model, Clover argues that because horror tales (i.e., fairy tales and cultural narratives)
originated during this one-sex era, they are loaded with images of androgyny. 

15. Clover (1992) offers, as further evidence of Jennifer’s ‘masculinization,’ that she
“turns out to be perfectly capable of rigging up a spring-noose, driving a speedboat, slicing
off genitalia, and getting rid of bodies” (p. 143).

16. In “When the Woman Looks” (1984), Williams applied Mulvey’s (1975/1988) theory
to the horror film. Agreeing with Mulvey, Williams believed that, for the masculine
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spectator and the male characters within the film, the onscreen female body exists only to
be looked at and controlled. But Williams made an important modification to Mulvey’s
notion of the sadistic male gaze by suggesting that a female viewer also possesses a gaze.
This gaze is still punished, but not because of her identification with the castrated onscreen
female victim; instead, because of her empathetic identification with the abnormal body of
the monster and the anxiety that it generates in men. Echoing Kristeva (1982) with regard
to the abject female body, Williams theorized that a female spectator recognizes that the
monstrous creature on the screen is as inferior to and deviant from the ‘normal,’ masculine
world as she is because both are biologically threatening to men. Therefore, because the
female viewer recognizes the need to punish the threatening monster, she sees why
she–her body and her gaze–must also be punished. As perhaps Williams’ most influential
contribution, she concluded that the female viewer–as the monster’s ‘double’–is
threatening, not because she is castrated, but because she possesses the same power as the
monster to castrate. So, ‘when the woman looks’ at a horror film, she is punished for her
threatening potential.

17. Lehman (1993), though interested in the assault on the male body, makes only this
brief reference to a connection between rape-revenge films and feminism:

The rape-revenge films as a sub-genre historically coincide almost exactly with the
proliferation of penis-size jokes in films, something which may suggest a deep
desire to sexually assault the male body either comically and psychologically or
brutally and physically for the pleasure of the male spectator. Furthermore, both of
these trends coincide with the development of the women’s movement and
feminism. (p. 113)

He makes no mention of the feminist discourse of fighting back nor to those second-wave
feminists (e.g., Hélène Cixous and Luce Irigaray) who overtly laughed at and denigrated
the male body (see Chapter 3).

18. Rhona Berenstein (1996) refers to “spectatorship as a mode of performance” (p. 37).
Both she and Linda Williams (1994) have discussed the different ways in which men and
women respond to horror films. They agree that the different reactions–women cover their
eyes and shriek while men laugh or behave stoically–are learned, just as other gendered
traits and roles are learned.

19. To explain the “disastrous” American premiere of Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for
Godot, Marvin Carlson (1989) examines how the production was promoted. Not only was
it touted as “the laugh sensation of two continents,” publicity posters and advertisements
announced, in large type, that two of America’s most famous comedic performers would
star, while Beckett’s name appeared only in tiny print. The play’s director, Alan Schneider
(as cited in Carlson, 1989), described the effects this marketing strategy had on the
audience’s reception:

Instead of The Seven Year Itch or Harvey, the audience got Waiting for Godot,
not the “laugh sensation of two continents,” but a very strange sensation indeed.
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At first they laughed...but as soon as they realized the actors were on to more
serious matters, they stopped. . . . Whole groups started to sneak out. Then
droves. (p. 93)

According to Carlson, “The result was a memorable example of an audience’s frustration
at attempting to create a particular, expected theatre experience out of recalcitrant
material” (p. 93).
Fifteen years later, however, when the play was marketed as “a cornerstone of modern
theatre” (p. 93) and Beckett’s name was emphasized, it “received a warm and enthusiastic
welcome” (p. 94). In short, the marketing of the production, which influenced the
audience’s expectations, clearly influenced the audience’s reception to it, both times.

20. Unsurprisingly, victims themselves, having internalized the same beliefs, often
expressed feelings of guilt and shame after their attacks. To alleviate such feelings, Medea
and Thompson (1974) emphasized, “Rape, we must remember, is a crime . . . . Rape is not
the just desert [sic] of any woman who dresses casually, goes out at night, or lives alone”
(p. 5, italics orig.), and Russell (1975/1984) declared that “taking personal responsibility
for things that are not one’s responsibility, like being a rape victim, is indicative of self-
hatred, and self-hatred is the biggest block to change”; thus, “Rape victims have to stop
blaming themselves” (p. 51).

21. Although rape laws varied by state, most defined it as “sexual intercourse with a
female, not the wife of the perpetrator, accomplished without the consent of the female”
(Russell, 1975/1984, p. 13). Feminists, however, believed that rape should legally include
non-consensual “anal or oral penetration” as well as “forcible intercourse imposed by a
husband on his wife” (Russell, p. 13). Melani and Fodaski (1974) clarified, “By rape we
mean any assaultive or humiliating act perpetrated on a woman through her demeaned
sexual status” (p. 82, italics orig.). More broadly, Medea and Thompson (1974) claimed,
“Rape is any sexual intimacy forced on one person by another” (p. 12). But Melani and
Fodaski explained that psychologists and sociologists “persist in grouping rape with what
are, legally, classified as sex crimes, i.e., homosexuality, voyeurism, indecent exposure” (p.
83). That rape, then, “brutally violates another person becomes, in the legal and moral
scheme, essentially, obscured” (p. 84). So, to fully convey rape’s violent and injurious
rather than sexual nature, some feminists proposed that “rape must be removed from the
category of sexual offences and reclassified as an assault. Rape is merely one form of
unprovoked attack on the physical person, whether it is perpetrated by a male or a female,
on a male or a female” (Clark & Lewis, 1977, p. 168). Brownmiller (1975/1981) likewise
declared,

All acts of sex forced on unwilling victims deserve to be treated in concept as
equally grave offenses in the eyes of the law, for the avenue of penetration is less
significant than the intent to degrade. Similarly, the gravity of the offense ought
not be bound by the victim’s gender. . . . A gender-free, non-activity-specific law
governing all manner of sexual assaults would be but the first step toward legal
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reform. (p. 425)

22. At the time of the NYRF speak-out in 1971, New York State’s strict laws stipulated
that “the woman must prove she was raped by force, that ‘penetration’ occurred, and that
someone witnessed the rapist in the area of the attack” (Mehrhof & Kearon, 1971/1973, p.
232, italics orig.). Edith Barnett (1974) pointed out how “extraordinarily difficult” it was
to meet these requirements: If a victim did not resist, she may have no wounds or bruises
to serve as evidence of force; if the rapist did not ejaculate (which was not uncommon),
there may be no proof of penetration; and rarely are rapes committed in front of witnesses
(p. 135). Barnett referenced the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and
argued that women in New York are “denied the equal protection of the New York laws
because their burden of proof is much heavier than that of men who are victims of the
identical felonies, the only difference being the sexual intent of the assailant” (p. 136).

23. As covered previously, feminists contended that if a woman is unchaste, then the
inextricable rape myths and laws say she cannot really be raped. Indeed, if a woman makes
herself ‘available’ to a man in any way (marries him, dates him, looks attractive, leaves the
house), then she asks to be raped.

24. Clark and Lewis (1977) examined how the legal system’s tendency to “blame the
victim” somewhat ironically “paralleled the finding that the rapist is ‘normal’” (p. 148).
Whereas feminists used studies such as Amir’s to warrant the claim that all men are
potential rapists, social scientists (including Amir) used them to justify the establishment of
“victimology” in 1973, what Clark and Lewis characterized as an academic backlash
against feminism. In short, victimologists determined that if rapists were ‘normal,’ then,
not only was rape not a serious social hazard, but the victim’s behavior must precipitate
rape. In Clark and Lewis’ words,

The logical corollary of their reasoning was that women who complain of rape are
probably more unbalanced than the men who commit it. In the absence of mental
abnormality on the part of the offender, or grave physical harm to the victim, harm
exists only in the eye of a woman who feels that her dignity has been offended.
Prosecution on such slim justification is, in fact, dangerously close to malicious
prosecution, and should subject the complainant to the full disapproval of the law.
(p. 149)
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CHAPTER 6: SNUFF & THE ANTI-PORNOGRAPHY MOVEMENT

From the start of the resurgent women’s movement in the late-1960s, feminists

were critical of most popular representations of women. They protested, via words and

actions, various media texts and public events–books (see Millett, 1970/1988), magazines,

television programs, and advertisements (see Embree, 1970), beauty pageants and bridal

shows (see Morgan, 1970b; “No More,” 1970)–for propagating idealized, male-defined

images of women (as vacuous, compliant, incompetent, etc.) that serve to constrain and

dehumanize them.  In March 1970, Susan Brownmiller, who would later author Against1

Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (1975/1981) and, in 1979, co-found Women Against

Pornography (WAP), organized a nine-hour sit-in at the offices of Ladies’ Home Journal

during which hundreds of feminists objected to the magazine’s relentless promotion of

marriage and motherhood and management’s exploitation of its female employees (Cohen,

1988). A month later, about thirty feminists, led by radicals Robin Morgan and Ti-Grace

Atkinson, founders of WITCH and The Feminists (see Chapter 2), respectively, broke into

and occupied the offices of Grove Press, publisher of the countercultural magazine Rat,

and “demand[ed] that the millions of dollars earned from pornographic books that degrade

women go to set up child-care centers for community and working mothers, a bail fund to

free prostitutes, and training programs to prepare women for decent and well-paying jobs”

(Morgan, 1970a, p. xxxiv), as well as “a fund to meet the needs of women who had been

raped or assaulted” (Cohen, p. 198). The protestors’ actions and subsequent arrest were

reported in The New York Post and, according to Marcia Cohen (1988), the event “was

the first public notice of feminists declaring pornography an enemy” (p. 198).

Several years later, pornography would become the enemy of some feminists, who

came to see it as, not just a symptom of women’s oppression, but a cause of it. Kirsten

Lentz (1993) writes, “Feminist anti-pornography groups became an increasingly powerful

political force after 1976 when they sprang up across the country” (p. 389). That year,

Women Against Violence Against Women (WAVAW) formed in Los Angeles, where it

successfully pushed for the removal of a billboard featuring a bound, bruised, and scantily
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clad model and the caption, “I’m ‘Black and Blue’ from the Rolling Stones – and I love

it.” In December 1976, a conference on “Violence Against Women” was held in San

Francisco, out of which evolved Women Against Violence in Pornography and Media

(WAVPM), whose numerous actions would include: 

frequent demonstrations in the San Francisco porn. district; testifying at license
hearings for the opening of a new porn. theater; picketing neighborhood liquor
stores to remove an issue of Hustler that showed a woman being put through a
meatgrinder on its cover; and pressuring local newspapers to limit the size and
format of pornographic movie advertising. (Friedman, 1979, p. 2)

By the late-1970s, the feminist attack against pornography had become a full-

blown movement. In November 1978, WAVPM staged a march involving over 5,000

women from thirty states and organized the first feminist conference on the issue, some of

the presentations at which comprised the anthology Take Back the Night: Women on

Pornography (Lederer, 1980), the purpose of which was to present a “feminist

perspective”: “That pornography is the ideology of a culture which promotes and

condones rape, woman-battering, and other crimes of violence against women” (pp. 19-

20). In 1979, WAP, headquartered in Manhattan’s Times Square, provided

“consciousness raising” slide shows of pornographic materials and “twice-weekly guided

tours of the neighborhood’s live sex shows, peep shows, dirty book stores, and topless

bars” (Van Gelder, 1980, p. 62); sponsored a speak-out and conference which drew about

800 women, including Bella Abzug and Gloria Steinem; and organized another 7,000-

woman march and rally during which demonstrators chanted, “Two, four, six, eight,

pornography is woman-hate” (Basler, 1979, p. A41). 

This chapter is about why the feminist anti-pornography movement happened

when it did and what it signaled about what had happened to feminism by the end of the

1970s. Besides the Rolling Stones billboard, another significant media event occurred in

1976–the release of Snuff, which, as Laura Lederer (1980) described it, was “a movie

billed as a pornographic thriller in which a woman is supposed to have actually been

tortured, mutilated, and murdered for sexual stimulation” (p. 15). She then stated, “Snuff

was the powder keg that moved women seriously to confront the issue of pornography”
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(p. 272). Shortly after its release, Deb Friedman and Lois Yankowski (1976) explained,

“The recent controversy over Snuff, a pornographic film which depicts a woman’s brutal

murder and dismemberment, convinced us of the need to develop an analysis of depicted

sexual violence” (p. 24). As Beverly LaBelle (1980) put it, 

Snuff was one of the very first pornographic films to elicit strong protest from the
feminist sector of the population. It marked the turning point in our consciousness
about the meaning behind the countless movies and magazines devoted to the
naked female body. Snuff forced us to stop turning the other way each time we
passed an X-rated movie house. It compelled us to take a long, hard look at the
pornography industry. The graphic bloodletting in Snuff finally made the misogyny
of pornography a major feminist concern. (p. 274)

Indeed, in Betty-Carol Sellen and Patricia Young’s (1987) annotated bibliography of 424

newspaper, magazine, and journal articles cited and written by anti-pornography feminists

and their opponents between 1970 and 1986, only three (one in Mademoiselle, two in

academic journals) were published prior to Snuff’s release in January 1976.

Now, this does not mean that Snuff caused the anti-pornography movement; that

would be both a reductive and inaccurate conclusion. The feminist war against

pornography was the result of a complex convergence of forces both outside–the twin

anxieties over violent crime and ‘hard-core’ sexual materials signaled a moral backlash

against liberal permissiveness and an increasingly conservative cultural and political

climate–and inside the women’s movement–the management of anti-rape efforts, disputes

over the role of sexuality in women’s oppression, the appropriation of psychoanalytic

theories, and radical feminism’s own sweeping generalizations about women and men all

contributed to the ascendance of cultural feminism. Snuff, then, with its exploitation of

rumors and real acts of violence and its blurring of the pornographic and horror film

genres, was the right event at the right time to spark the anti-pornography crusade

because it seemed to prove what some feminists had been asserting for years–that men are

sadists, and innately so. In essence, anti-pornography feminists took radical feminists’

earlier arguments–that men use women sexually to satisfy their own needs (the function of

pornography) and abuse women violently to dominate them (the function of rape)–and



284

merged them, concluding that pornography encourages rape–indeed, is equivalent to

rape–and, thus, for men, sex and violence are one and the same. As Gloria Steinem

defined it in 1977, “Pornography—not sex but the obscene use of power” (p. 43). Such

claims, while an attempt to galvanize and unify a fragmented women’s movement, not

only signaled an ironic convergence of feminist and conservative views about sex and

gender, they precipitated more, often bitter, and sometimes public infighting among

feminists, ultimately leading to both the paralyzed state and the popular criticism of

feminism today, which I discuss further in the final chapter. The point of this chapter, then,

is to unpack this history and examine the role that Snuff played in it.

Snuff & Its Initial Reception

The one-sheet promotional poster for Snuff boasted the rating “X for Violence,”

featured sketched artwork of a bloody pair of scissors resting atop a sliced photo of a

nude woman, the tagline, “The film that could only be made in South America . . . where

Life is CHEAP!” and the caption, “The Bloodiest thing that ever happened in front of a

camera!!” (shown in Kerekes & Slater, 1994, p. 10). An ad for the film contained an

alternate drawing of a woman about to be decapitated by a closing clapperboard and

added the phrase, “The picture they said could NEVER be shown . . . ” (shown in Johnson

& Schaefer, 1993, p. 44). This was all many people knew–or all they needed to

know–about Snuff when it was first released across the U.S. in 1976. 

As for the actual film, Snuff is about the criminal and sexual exploits of a South

American gang–or cult–of five beautiful but drugged-out and violent young women and

their charismatic male leader, the unironically named Satán, and their plot to kill the

unborn child of a lovely young actress. Satán–who makes god-like proclamations such as,

“I am who am,” and, “I will change men’s destiny”–demands complete devotion and

submission from his female followers: “Each one of you must obey my commands, or each

one of you must die. You do not live for yourself but for me, in me, and through me.” In

two instances, when Satán orders the women to torture each other, they willingly do so

and willingly submit as victims. Yet, the women are also sadistic, as when they gleefully
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terrorize and murder a local shop owner and three of his customers. Near the end, there is

an attempt to explain why one of the women, the more cleverly named Angelica, has

“given” herself to Satán: After she relays that her brother had killed the man who had not

only raped her as a child but killed their father, Angelica says, “Since then I never once

have had real independence. I’ve always been dependent on men, and now on you. All my

life I’ve been in bondage of one kind or another. I’m not saying I like it, I have to have it.”

Using her anger and resentment, Satán then reveals that “the time has come for slaughter,”

“to strike and kill the innocent unborn . . . to kill them all.” Although his rationale for

doing so is sketchy (he likens himself to a butcher who helps others by slaughtering

animals for food), Satán’s followers invade the lavish compound of the pregnant actress,

Terri, and kill everyone in sight, taking time to flog and, it’s implied, castrate the man who

had jilted Angelica and impregnated Terri. Finally, when the women reach Terri’s

bedroom, Angelica plunges a large knife into the actress’ pregnant belly.

After a still closeup of Terri’s screaming face, there is an abrupt cut to a long-shot

of a group of people on a studio set, purportedly the crew wrapping up the scene we just

saw. In this apparent behind-the-scenes footage, the male director and the actress who did

the stabbing (but she now looks and sounds nothing like the woman playing Angelica)

confess to being aroused by the scene, so he suggests they “turn each other on” some

more. They begin to make-out on a bed, but when the actress realizes that the crew is now

filming them, she protests. While the director says assuringly, “Don’t worry about it,” he

refuses to let her go. He then picks up a knife (supposedly the one just used to stab Terri),

looks directly into the camera, and asks, “Do you all wanna get a good scene?” As the

actress’ squirming intensifies, a female assistant holds her arms down and the director

straddles her. And when the actress says daringly, “You’re not serious. You’re not really

gonna do it,” the director replies, “You don’t think so?” He then proceeds to carve into

her shoulder and, as he becomes more manic, encourages the actress to scream. Over the

next few minutes, he snips off one of her fingers, saws off her hand, cuts open her

abdomen, sticks his hand inside, moans as he kneads her organs, pulls out her intestines
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and, while roaring victoriously, lifts them into the air. The screen then goes black but we

hear a man say, “Shit, we’re running out of film.” Another man asks hurriedly, “Did you

get it? Did you get it all?” to which the first man replies, “Yea, we got it all. We’d better

get outta here.” No credits. The end.

Snuff premiered in January 1976 in Indianapolis, where authorities were quick to

uncover whether the gruesome slaying of the actress was as real as the film’s editing and

promotion implied. Officers in the city’s vice squad determined it wasn’t; it was “only

special effects and trick photography” (“Snuff Unreels,” 1976, p. 36). But lest people

think the murder was real, the District Attorney “forced the theatre to disclose the phony

content or be prosecuted for false advertising” (Jac., 1976, p. 22). When the final

sequence was exposed as a fraud, thereby making Snuff less novel, its then-exorbitant

ticket price of $7.50 seemed wholly unjustified, and the film “bombed” and left town

without much fanfare (Arnold, 1976; Johnson & Schaefer, 1993).

But it would be a much different story in New York City, where Snuff first

brought together in protest diverse parties–feminists, conservative commentators, elected

officials, clergy, and the artistic community–whose interests heretofore often had been at

odds. Writing in The Christian Science Monitor, Melvin Maddocks (1976) observed,

“Nobody (for once) is defending the ‘redeeming social significance’ of this lowly

calculated product, described by its viewers in a crescendo of dispraise as ‘sleazy,’

‘contemptible,’ and ‘pure nauseous boredom’” (p. 30). This shared contempt for Snuff

would not only provide the film with sufficient publicity to ensure its release across the

country and cement its notoriety, but also lend strength to the conservative campaign for

‘decency’ and ultimately play a pivotal role in the transformation and fragmentation (i.e.,

death) of the second-wave women’s movement.

Outrage in Manhattan

The New York Times reported that on February 15, 1976, a few days after Snuff

opened at the National Theater in Times Square, “About 50 people, some accompanied by

children, . . . chanted ‘Don’t go in’ and carried hand-lettered signs with such messages as,



287

‘Murder Is Not Amusing’” (“50 Picket,” 1976, p. 22). While this article did not identify

the picketers on this particular day (though it did note that police were called “after an egg

had been thrown at the chanting demonstrators”), protests over Snuff continued at the

National for several weeks, and on February 27, Times commentator John Leonard wrote

of one, “Outside the theater, there were pickets, male and female, most belonging to

activist homosexual organizations,” who, because most had not actually seen the film,

“were responding to the ad campaign. One sign said, ‘We Mourn the Death of Our Latin

American Sister.’ One young man said, ‘They say that life is cheap. I take that personally.

Is my life cheap?’” (p. 21).

More notably, a host of famous New Yorkers, including feminists, were concerned

about Snuff’s “technicolored commercial for violence against women” (Leonard, 1976, p.

21). According to LaBelle (1980), feminists picketed the National Theater daily and

distributed leaflets which referred to a “telegram signed by many prominent citizens” (p.

276). In Leonard’s words, “a number of articulate men and women”–including Ellen

Burstyn, Shelley Winters, Susan Sontag, feminists Brownmiller and Steinem,

Congresswoman Elizabeth Holtzman, and about seventy-five others–had written to

Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau asking him “to close down the movie.

Murder, after all, isn’t free speech” (p. 21). Specifically, the petition (as cited in

Maddocks, 1976), which was also signed by the president of Union Theological Seminary,

wanted the D.A. to “prosecute and prevent the presentation, distribution, and

advertisement of the film entitled ‘Snuff’ which exhibits the violent dismemberment and

murder of a woman for the purposes of arousing sexual interest” (p. 30). But because the

D.A. appeared unresponsive to the petition, the “continuous demonstrations,” as well as

“the hundreds of phone calls received by numerous city officials,” the feminists’ leaflet (as

cited in LaBelle, 1980) further stated their intent to “demonstrate at . . . Morgenthau’s

offices to protest his refusal to recognize the clear and present danger” of Snuff (p. 276).

Actually, the protests had prompted Morgenthau to launch an investigation, and on March

9, he announced that Snuff “was indeed a hoax,” the actress had been found “alive and
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well,” and thus her supposed murder involved “nothing more than conventional trick

photography as is evident to one who sees the movie” (“Morgenthau,” 1976, p. 41). The

trouble was, as Leonard noted of the feminist protestors and Maddocks (1976) of the

petition-signers, most had not done so. 

Morgenthau’s findings were not particularly revelatory, however. Although Snuff’s

brief run in Indianapolis didn’t receive significant coverage in the national press, by the

time of Morgenthau’s announcement in March, several articles, including Leonard’s in The

Times and about a half-dozen in Variety, had already referred to Snuff as a hoax. In fact,

the trade paper had disclosed the film as such in December 1975 (“Snuff (Sex)”), before it

was even released but when talk of its distribution began. On February 25, 1976, shortly

after the uproar began in New York, Variety’s reviewer Jac. then succinctly traced the

origin of Snuff. The 75-minute portion about Satán and his followers–a stand-alone movie

entitled The Slaughter–had been filmed in Argentina several years earlier by American

“indie-porn makers” Mike and Roberta Findlay, who, by blatantly evoking the 1969

slaying of pregnant starlet Sharon Tate and her friends, were hoping to “cash in on the

Manson murders” (p. 22).  But “having missed out on the Manson mess,” the Findlays’2

low-budget (about $30,000), thinly plotted film failed to find a distributor. That is until

Allan Shackleton, head of Monarch Releasing, figured a way to capitalize on the “rumors

of filmed porno murders [which] were given some currency in the national press” in

October 1975, which I shall discuss later. Shackleton quickly had the final five-minute

sequence shot in New York (in English),  spliced it onto the end of the Findlays’ poorly3

dubbed South American film, named the composite Snuff, gave it an X rating himself

rather than submit it to the Motion Picture Association of America’s (MPAA)

Classification and Rating Administration, and, as he later said of the protestors, “was

praying they’d show up” (Jac., 1976, p. 22) because “Pickets sell tickets” (LaBelle, 1980,

p. 276). Indeed, thanks to the publicity generated by the demonstrations in Manhattan, as

well as a still-high ticket price of $4, Snuff took in $153,000 in three weeks at the National

Theater alone (“Snuff Rides,” 1976).
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This suggests that while it’s possible that protestors were initially unaware that no

one had actually been killed in Snuff, it’s unlikely that they remained so for very long. But

for many, it didn’t matter. The feminists’ leaflet (as cited in LaBelle, 1980) declared, 

Whether or not the death depicted in the current film Snuff is real or simulated is
not the issue. That sexual violence is presented as sexual entertainment, that the
murder and dismemberment of a woman’s body is commercial film material is an
outrage to our sense of justice as women, as human beings. (p. 276)

Moreover, although D.A. Morgenthau could take no action against Snuff because “There

is no basis for criminal prosecution,” he stated, “I’m concerned about the fact that this

kind of film might incite or encourage people to commit violence against women”

(“Morgenthau,” 1976, p. 41). Similarly, a feminist lawyer in New York said, “We have to

deal with the possibility that this film is going to create a demand for real snuff films and

that real women are going to be murdered” (“Snuff Film,” 1976, p. 10). For his part,

Leonard (1976) argued that even though “Nobody gets vérité killed. ‘Marcus Welby,

M.D.’ could have improved on the special effects,” “The fact that the murder in ‘Snuff’ is

counterfeit should have nothing to do with the fact that murder as sexual entertainment is

pornographic,” which, he suggested, too many things had become and, as a result, people

were becoming desensitized to it: “Commercials for rape and murder end up sounding like

advertisements for the ‘wings of man’ and Preparation-H” (p. 21).

Despite evidence of Shackleton’s chicanery, the brouhaha in New York City

attracted the attention of theater owners across the country who were eager to reap profits

similar to those of the National Theater, as well as those who were determined to stop

them. Indeed, fears over the effects of Snuff prompted authorities in several locales to take

legal action against it. 

Censorship & Other Tactics

On March 2, 1976, the Maryland State Censor Board, authorized to suppress films

it deemed obscene or likely to “debase or corrupt morals or incite to other crimes,”

banned Snuff for its “psycotic [sic] brutality” (“Maryland,” 1976, p. 26). In the required

Circuit Court hearing on the matter, the state “charged that the film was designed to
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appeal to sadists and masochists and that it should be denied a seal because it might

trigger deviants to commit acts of violence similar to those in the movie,” while the

defense “tried to show that the violence in ‘Snuff’ is extreme enough to ‘turn off’ the

sadists and masochists” (Cedrone, 1976, p. 4). On April 7, the judge sided with the Board,

declaring that Snuff has “gory scenes and violence that offend the sensibilities of any

normal individual” and “sex scenes that form a frame for acts of violence” (p. 4, italics

added). He thus ruled that Snuff was obscene according to the criteria established by the

U.S. Supreme Court in its 1973 Miller v. California decision, which reporter Lou

Cedrone (1976) summarized as: “it (a) appeals to the prurient, it is (b) offensive in

depiction of sex and (c) it has no serious artistic, political or literary merit” (p. 4). While

the judge referred to Snuff as the “nth degree in hard-core pornography,” Cedrone

emphasized that his “Decision is an important one because this is the first time the Board

has banned a film on basis of violence” rather than sexuality (p. 4).

Meanwhile, in Minneapolis, where the new mayor had vowed to crack down on

the pornography trade, theater owners were playing a cat-and-mouse game with city

officials (“Snuff Stirs,” 1976). After one judge threw out (due to insufficient affidavits) a

court order requiring exhibitors to show cause why Snuff should not be suppressed–the

first such order in two years (“Svenkas,” 1976)–the City Attorney claimed that the film’s

violence was “patently offensive” and thus obscene (“Is Snuff,” 1976). A different judge

agreed, finding that Snuff contained “masochistic butchery acts that go beyond the First

Amendment,” and he assured that a seizure warrant would be issued if the film surfaced

again (“Snuff is,” 1976, p. 5). 

While Snuff was also banned in places such as Denver (LaBelle, 1980),

Wilmington, Delaware, and Orange County, California (“The Porno Plague,” 1976), in

cities and states with different “community standards” regarding obscenity–the Miller

decision’s important and controversial revision to the national standard set forth in earlier

cases–Snuff’s opponents used other means to thwart its exhibition. Snuff opened in

Boston in March 1976, by which time some realized that public protests were only helping
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to promote the film. There, an ad hoc coalition of activists working in the local media

successfully undermined Shackleton’s marketing ploy by orchestrating a publicity

blackout, which included encouraging protestors to quietly boycott the film (Birge &

Maslin, 1976). Las Vegas’ City Attorney also worried that banning Snuff would only feed

into the “nationwide hype” over the film, thereby tarnishing his city’s “good name” (“Snuff

Unreels,” 1976). He thus consulted authorities in Indianapolis and similarly threatened to

invoke “state laws on consumer protection” should Snuff’s advertising “lead people to

believe they were going to see a real murder” (p. 36). In St. Paul, officials conveniently

closed a theater for operating without a license the day before it was to show Snuff. But

only a temporary measure, the City Attorney there also settled for requiring that ads for

the film disclose that the purported slaying was only a “theatrical enactment” (“Snuff

Case,” 1976). And in Chicago, a Sun-Times editorial (as cited in “Plitt Cancels,” 1976)

played the morality card by declaring, “We don’t want official censorship. We do want

responsible standards of taste and humanity” rather than “perverted” ones (p. 5). Calling

for public demonstrations and chastising the film’s creators and distributors for “pandering

to a demand for violence and sadism that they themselves created,” the editorial

successfully persuaded the Plitt Theatres chain to cancel its scheduled run of Snuff.

Feminists, however, often proved the most vocal, resolute, and even violent

opponents of Snuff. In Denver, the women’s community protested a planned showing of

the film by organizing “a mass telephone campaign to the theater chain, constantly

harassing the owner,” and leafleting the neighborhood around the theater (LaBelle, 1980,

p. 275). And while the District Attorney “took all the credit” for censoring Snuff “because

it was near election time,” the female protestors contended that the pressure they had put

on him prompted the ban. LaBelle (1980) also claimed, somewhat boastfully, that in

“other cities around the country, such as Buffalo, Los Angeles, and San Jose, Snuff left

town early after mobilization by women’s groups” (p. 276). 

Even long after Snuff’s initial run in 1976, feminists continued their fight against it.

When Snuff came to Rochester, New York, in October 1977, the local chapter of
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WAVAW–“a group committed to exposing rapist culture and to identifying pornography

as another weapon used to perpetuate women’s slavery”–picketed the theater (Gever &

Hall, 1980, pp. 279-280). But doubting that “mere picketing would be effective” because

it “seemed too mild, almost passive, considering the violent and threatening nature of

Snuff,” the feminists opted “to use a direct approach” (p. 281). And rather than “appealing

to men in power to intervene on [their] behalf (for example, asking the district attorney to

ban the movie),” these self-proclaimed “radical” feminists “preferred tactics which might

undermine rather than reinforce the legitimacy of their authority” (p. 282). To that end,

four women “went to the theater, spray-painted the doors and chained them shut, put glue

in the locks, broke the display window, and ripped up the poster” for Snuff. They were

arrested, charged with criminal mischief, and initially refused all plea-bargaining offers

because, they claimed, “the real crime was Snuff” (p. 283). But after declaring their

actions a success because their arrest rallied other women to their cause and Snuff did

leave town early, and after waiting a year for a trial, the Rochester feminists pleaded guilty

to disorderly conduct and were ordered to pay $100 in restitution to the theater owner,

which they never did.

Yet, feminists were not always alone while demonstrating against Snuff, which at

times led to some strange bedfellows. In San Diego in September 1977, a coalition of

“feminist groups, community groups, and church groups” picketed, leafleted, pressured a

theater owner to stop showing it, and convinced The San Diego Union newspaper to

refuse further ads for the film (LaBelle, 1980, p. 274, italics added), a policy which papers

in many cities, including Washington, D.C., had adopted during Snuff’s initial run in 1976

(Arnold, 1976; Jac. 1976). Here, we see feminist and conservative goals align, as they

would, problematically, throughout the anti-pornography movement. But from the protest

in Los Angeles, we can see why Snuff itself was a problematic film to kick-start the

feminist war against pornography in the first place.

Is Snuff Porn?

In Hollywood, where Snuff opened on March 17, 1976, feminists were joined by



293

members of the very industry they and conservatives were protesting, the Adult Film

Association of America (AFAA), which was trying to dissociate itself from Snuff. In 1973,

the president of Citizens for Decency through Law (CDL) attempted to undermine the

legitimacy that hard-core pornography had recently gained by alleging that the X-rated

industry was torturing and killing (i.e., “snuffing out”) its performers on camera (Johnson

& Schaefer, 1993). The AFAA, which formed in 1969, denied any knowledge of such

films and even offered a reward of $25,000 to anyone who could provide evidence for the

claim (Hebditch & Anning, 1988). No one came forward. But soon thereafter, Allan

Shackleton, hoping to capitalize on the sensational rumor, approached exploitation-film

producer and AFAA President David F. Friedman about his concoction called Snuff.

Friedman (as cited in Hebditch & Anning) later wrote of the film, “The whole thing was

pretty awful” (p. 337), and of his meeting with Shackleton, “I told him I thought the idea

was crazy and it was the last thing the industry needed to be associated with. I begged him

not to release it” (p. 337) because “it was bad for the X-rated industry” (p. 338). But

Shackleton not only released Snuff, he promoted it as pornography, with a poster of a

nude woman and an X rating. AFAA protestors called Snuff “the greatest ripoff since

Watergate” (“Snuff Biz,” 1976, p. 36) and (as cited in Hebditch & Anning) objected to the

fact that although it “was nothing more than a prefabrication of prosthetics and an

Argentinian film all lumped together,” “It sure as hell caused an uproar because everyone

swore that real things were happening” (p. 339). Then, because of Snuff’s X rating,

everyone assumed it was standard adult fare. But according to the AFAA, among others,

Snuff was not a pornographic film. Indeed, a representative of Mann Theatres, the chain

which exhibited Snuff in New York, Los Angeles, and elsewhere, said, “The reason

[distributors] haven’t submitted it to the rating board is because they thought it would

only get an R. This isn’t hardcore. We don’t play hardcore. It’s a self-imposed X” (“Snuff

Biz,” p. 36).

Several reviewers and commentators thought similarly, finding Snuff neither

pornographic nor particularly horrific. Leonard (1976) wrote in The New York Times,
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“Unlike ‘Last Tango in Paris,’” Bernardo Bertolucci’s controversial but critically

acclaimed 1972 film starring Marlon Brando, “everybody keeps his and her pants on

during sex. Bare breasts, buttered popcorn and blood are all that ‘Snuff’ has to offer.”

Variety’s reviewer Jac. (1976) remarked that the 75-minute Argentinian portion has “so

few skin shots, that it fails to qualify either as softcore, or as a travelogue.” As for the

violence in the final five minutes, “It looks real, but then so did Bruce, the papier mache

shark in ‘Jaws.’ Common sense should take over.” Likewise, Washington Post writer

Gary Arnold (1976), who called Snuff “Far more of a hoot than a horror,” asserted that

the film had earned more notoriety than it deserved because its “images of mutilation and

vivisection simply copy horrific bits from such films as ‘The Texas Chainsaw Massacre’

and ‘Andy Warhol’s Frankenstein.’” And in The Los Angeles Times, Kevin Thomas

(1976) declared that Snuff, “which incidentally has minimal sex and nudity,” is “amateurish

in every way . . . a cheat through and through” and, therefore, should be “quickly

dismissed as the trash it is” (p. IV22). Yet, he recognized, “Unfortunately, it’s precisely

the kind of picture that threatens freedom of expression on the screen by stirring up the

proponents of censorship.”

Still, that Snuff wasn’t pornographic, at least not in a generic way, and that its

violence wasn’t real proved to be obstacles for those who wanted the film banned. While

authorities in Maryland, Denver, and Minneapolis legally declared the film’s violence

obscene, vice squad officers in St. Paul reluctantly concluded, “There’s nothing to seize. .

. . It’s not as bloody as ‘Jaws’ and it’s not as pornographic as movies they’re showing at

other theatres” (“Svenskas,” 1976, p. 5). They called Snuff’s violence a “side show rip

off” and found it “no more severe than in television westerns.” Similarly, despite

Manhattan D.A. Morgenthau’s concerns about Snuff’s effects on viewers, he explained

that he couldn’t take action against the film because it didn’t violate local pornography

statutes (“Morgenthau,” 1976). This, too, was initially the case in Monticello, New York,

where Snuff opened in March 1976. According to LaBelle’s (1980) account, after the first

performance, women from the local WAVAW chapter filed a complaint with police on
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grounds that the film’s promotion “advertises and advocates murder of women as sexually

stimulating” (p. 277). Yet, according to the District Attorney, “There is no place we can

go if violence is the only complaint.” The local newspaper reported, “The only time he can

act . . . is if the complaint is based on pornography. He said he does not believe

pornography is involved in this instance.” Undeterred, WAVAW went to the D.A.

directly, filed a criminal complaint, and the theater owner was charged with second-degree

obscenity. In December 1977, after twenty-one months of court delays, dismissals, and

appeals, a judge finally ordered a trial. Although the defendant left town before a trial

could actually take place, WAVAW’s lawyer, a feminist, called the judge’s decision “a real

victory for decency” (p. 278).

Conservative Concerns

This reference to ‘decency’ is important because it not only suggests that feminism

took a conservative turn when it took on pornography, it points to the concerns that many

had about what Snuff, just its mere existence, said about the people who saw it, and

society at large. Feminists’ explicit reason for condemning Snuff was that it not only

depicted but also eroticized, encouraged, and therefore may inspire real violence against

women. In other words, they, like D.A. Morgenthau, the Maryland State Censor Board, as

well as those who felt the need to ‘protect’ consumers from false advertising, were

concerned about the film’s effects. In turn, this conveys their understanding of Snuff’s, and

thus pornography’s, audience: They presumed that the viewer, also presumably male, will

imitate what he sees and that he cannot control himself or, perhaps, if he is a ‘deviant,’

does not want to control himself. Even those without overt political agendas suspected

that Snuff tapped into something pathological, immoral, or both. According to The

Washington Post’s Arnold (1976), the film’s marketing was “Calculated to mislead [the]

morbidly curious” (p. B5). Variety’s reviewer wrote, “Shackleton has successfully

exploited some portion of the public’s desire to believe that the filmed murder is real”;

Snuff’s “promotion capitalizes on the same bloodlust that rock star Alice Cooper exploits

by tossing a chicken to the crowd and watching it tear the animal apart. . . . All this
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interest in the pic is not a very pretty picture” (Jac., 1976, p. 22). So, in Leonard’s (1976)

opinion, if people, specifically those who petitioned Morgenthau, did not “object to the

idea of murder as sexual entertainment,” “they would be moral cretins, like the people

who made ‘Snuff,’ the people who distribute it . . . and the people who go to see it” (p.

21).

It is therefore unsurprising that conservative commentators thought that Snuff and

its audience evinced the overall moral decay of society. According to well-known critic

George Will (1976), “Some aspects of American life have become so vulgar that they can

hardly be discussed without contributing to the coarsening of American life” (p. C7).

Nonetheless, Will vividly described Times Square–the “rotting core of the Big Apple,” an

“open sewer of pornography,” home to “dirty men in dirty raincoats in the crowded

peepshows”–and observed of its recent fare, “The pornographic impulse has found a

grotesque new outlet in depictions of violence,” as evidenced by the “unspeakably crude”

Snuff. Like others, Will assessed that the Slaughter portion of the film “is not much worse

than what erupts on U.S. television at 9:01 each night (after the ‘family’ hour), and it is no

worse than such American films as ‘The Texas Chainsaw Massacre,’” but that the final

five minutes is “repulsive enough to convince the dismal viewers who want to believe it is

real.” Writing in The Christian Science Monitor, Maddocks (1976), who also without

qualification referred to Snuff as a “pornographic” film, similarly bemoaned the

“corruption” and “pollution” of American society, one which both desires violence and

sees it as entertainment: “Unspeakable violence, unspeakable appetite – the medieval hell

described by Dante . . . has been crudely revised by the modern technology of the

pornographic film, not as a vision of horror but as a lip-smacking spectacle with popcorn.

Here is hell itself” (p. 30).

But the bigger issue for Will and Maddocks was what led to this ‘hell.’ They

argued that Snuff, including the feminist response to it, was a predictable consequence of

liberalism. Will remarked snidely that feminists who “denounce ‘Snuff’ as an insult to

women” were limited by “their wondrous knack for missing the point,” which was,
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according to Will, that Snuff, only the latest product of the booming porn industry,

“represents the failure of a public policy which, like so many liberal policies, was based on

nothing more than naive hope” (p. C7). Writing in The Washington Post, Will quoted a

passage that appeared in rival paper The New York Times in 1969, before it was literally

surrounded by pornography in Times Square: “The insensate pursuit of the urge to shock,

carried from one excess to a more abysmal one, is bound to achieve its own antidote in

total boredom. When there is no lower depth to descend to, ennui will erase the problem.”

This, Will claimed, “was the empty hope that is the usual rationalization offered by people

who are appalled by censorship,” and was total “rubbish.” While “‘Snuff’ is the lowest

depth so far,” Will predicted that “human ingenuity will find lower depths to conquer.”

And because, thanks to liberalism, “virtually . . . all legally enforceable standards of public

decency” have been “obliterated,” he feared that society may eventually be moved to

boredom only by real snuff films.

Maddocks (1976) also recalled that just a few years prior to Snuff, it had been

fashionable 

to declare that the only obscenity was the war in Vietnam. In matters of sex, one
established one’s credentials by a posture of absolute tolerance. The invariably
correct move was to cite the First Amendment. “Censorship,” for the liberated,
was the only dirty word in the English language. (p. 30)

At the time, liberals undoubtedly would have dismissed a petition to ban a film “as hysteria

from an anti-smut league of small-town ladies in tennis shoes.” But given that dozens of

prominent New York liberals, some feminist, had recently signed such a document,

Maddocks declared, “Certainly, the ‘Snuff’ debate signals a rather remarkable reversal.”

Whereas “free and total sexuality” had been “romanticized . . . as Garden-of-Eden

innocence,” he observed a “new suspicion” about unchecked sexual freedom, which,

notably, would soon become the central tenet of anti-pornography feminism: “It has

become perceived that, if violence is a form of obscenity, obscenity tends to be a form of

violence.” Accordingly, Maddocks offered an explanation:

As the “Snuff” case should tell us, the Sexual Revolution is over, if not suffering
backlash from some of the very people who sponsored it. What has happened?
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Part of the explanation is that the Sexual Revolution collided with the women’s
movement. The feminists who saw in Mel Brooks’s “Young Frankenstein” a sexist
depiction of rape as a flippant joke are not going to neglect to picket the authentic
parthology [sic] of “Snuff.” (p. 30)

“[C]learly,” Maddocks wrote, “the once-scorned issue of law-and-order had at last come

to the liberals on their own terms.”

With the advantage of hindsight, we know how right Maddocks was. In 1976, he

could already see that the days of hippies, the New Left, and the Great Society were over,

but he could not know how soon they would be supplanted by yuppies, the New Right,

and the Moral Majority. As this suggests, Snuff happened in the midst of a significant and

complicated period of cultural and political transition in America, and the women’s

movement could not help but get caught up in it. Out of the volatile 1960s, both the

modern conservative and second-wave women’s movements emerged, as did their

particular concerns about sex and violence, including the effects of sexual and violent

media content. However, from the start of the women’s movement, it was subject to a

conservative backlash and thus transformed. Although George Will belittled Snuff’s

feminist protestors for ‘missing the point,’ what he seemed to miss is that some feminists,

radicals in particular, had been criticizing liberalism for years, including their liberal

feminist counterpart’s reformist political agenda, and one of liberalism’s cultural

byproducts, the sexual revolution. He (and most people for that matter) also missed that

radical feminists were a fragmented lot and that some, due in part to the conservative

backlash, were becoming more conservative themselves and would make up what we now

call cultural feminism. To better understand this convergence of feminism and

conservatism, I shall now turn to the issue of “law and order” and the backlash against

“free and total sexuality” to which Maddocks referred. In doing so, we can begin to see

that the convergence had been in the works well before the feminist anti-pornography

movement, as well as why Snuff would become exactly what conservatives and some

feminists needed to convince the public that society was out of control.

Anxieties about Sex & Violence
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In response to the civil rights, anti-war, and free speech movements of the 1960s,

as well as fears about the reach of organized crime and a rise in violent crime, the official

state agenda became focused on restoring ‘law and order,’ as evidenced by Lyndon

Johnson’s signing of the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act in 1968, which

created the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, and Richard Nixon’s anti-crime

campaign platform that same year (Bevacqua, 2000). In conjunction with these and other

initiatives to crack down on crime (and subdue the Left), the government consulted and

sponsored research into why it happens. Also in 1968, after the assassinations of Robert

Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., Johnson appointed a Commission on the Causes and

Prevention of Violence. In 1969, it concluded, among other things, that “media violence

can induce persons to act aggressively” (Diamond, 1980, p. 192). 

Since Gutenberg invented the printing press in the mid-fifteenth century, elite

interests have expressed moral and political concerns about the impact of media on the

‘masses’–those who may not be literate and critical enough to see through their illusions

and ideologies. But since the contemporaneous development of motion picture

technologies (first film, then television) and the legitimation of social psychology as a

science, the latter has studied the effects of the former, especially on children. During the

early 1930s, the Payne Fund Studies–the result of “a growing national concern about the

effects of motion pictures, which had become a particularly popular pastime for young

people in the 1920s”–“linked frequent movie attendance to juvenile delinquency,

promiscuity, and other antisocial behaviors, arguing that movies took ‘emotional

possession’ of young filmgoers” (Campbell, Martin, & Fabos, 2006, p. 517). Then, when

television rapidly became a fixture in American homes during the 1950s, models of

aggression research, which have a long tradition in psychology, were increasingly applied

to media violence (“Making Sense of Research,” 1985). After the first congressional

hearings on the matter of television violence in 1952, a host of media effects studies were

conducted from the late-1950s to late-‘60s by, to name only a few, Albert Bandura,

Leonard Berkowitz, Seymour Feshbach, Joseph Klapper, and Wilbur Schramm. But as the
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body of research grew, so too did the amount and level of violence on the screen, due in

part to fewer legal restrictions, an economic need to keep audiences interested, and

people’s increasing exposure to real-life violence and unrest (also see Chapter 3).

The women’s movement, then, while the target of a backlash, was a somewhat

ironic beneficiary of and contributor to the state-sponsored war on violence and crime.

First, although the social protests associated with the New Left during the 1960s enabled

and influenced the emergence of the second-wave women’s movement, radical feminism,

while far from the Right, also developed in opposition to the Left’s perceived disregard,

and disdain, for women and their issues (see Chapter 2). Then, in the 1970s, at the same

time anti-rape feminists were charging that increasing instances of rape signaled a backlash

from all male-dominated fronts–liberal, radical, and conservative–the tough-on-crime

atmosphere enabled them to put rape, which they redefined as an act of violence, on the

increasingly conservative public agenda, which led to changes in rape laws, state funding

for rape crisis centers, and media coverage for their cause (see Chapter 5). Finally, as

politicians and social scientists were becoming concerned about increasingly violent media

content, so too were feminists. Critics Molly Haskell (1974/1987) and Joan Mellen

(1973/1975), for example, contended that much of the new, graphic violence in film was

being directed at women and, therefore, was part of the backlash against the women’s

movement (see Chapter 3). Such arguments would then become more common, and

complex, as concerns about violence intersected with those about sex.

In the 1960s and early ‘70s, there was a newfound publicness with regard to sexual

expression, legitimized in part by the burgeoning field of sexology (e.g., Masters &

Johnson’s Human Sexual Response [1966]). Plus, the celebration of “free love” and the

exhortation to “make love, not war” suggested not only a more liberal attitude towards the

pursuit of sexual pleasure but that, for some, breaking established (i.e., racist,

homophobic, etc.) laws and traditions regarding sex was integral to the radical

transformation of society. Yet again, somewhat ironically, while the atmosphere of sexual

liberation benefitted radical feminists in that they too could openly discuss sex, as they did



301

in consciousness-raising groups, there many concluded that: 1) sexuality, in one way or

another–from sexual objectification to compulsory heterosexuality, from mandatory

reproduction to rape–was the root of women’s oppression, at least what sustained it; and

2) the so-called sexual revolution had not liberated women but made it harder for them to

criticize, let alone refuse, the ‘normal’ and ‘healthy’ relations between women and men.

Pauline Bart and Margaret Jozsa (1980) wrote,

To most liberal and radical men, the sexual revolution meant that all women were
put on earth for their sexual gratification, that “good girls” were no longer off
limits (in fact, they were labeled “neurotic”), and that any kind of sex between
consenting adults was not only permissible but desirable.

Women such as Joan Baez urged us to use our bodies for the “Cause” (against
the Vietnam War) with the famous slogan “Girls say yes to boys who say no.” Not
being sexually available was the equivalent of original sin. . . . A “liberated”
woman contaminated her body with the Pill, and if she got pregnant she obtained
an abortion—no fuss, no muss, no responsibility for the men. The concept of the
“consenting adult” was broadly defined, since power differentials between men and
women were not addressed and women saying no were not taken seriously. (p.
205)

“This climate,” they further asserted, “was ideal for the proliferation of pornography: How

could women object? They would be uncool, unhip, neurotic, frigid, or whatever

pejorative was popular.” Indeed, along with the if-it-feels-good-do-it mentality, sexually

explicit films emerged from the underground in the 1960s.

The Rise of Pornography

After the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Mutual v. Ohio in 1915 that film was not a

protected form of speech, local and state review boards and the motion picture industry’s

Production Code were legally able to suppress the public exhibition of films they

considered immoral and obscene (Campbell et al., 2006). Yet, films, like all media, were

able to find ways around moral and legal proscriptions against sex. Linda Williams (1989)

describes a handful of the thousands of “primitive”–silent, one-reel, and narratively

bereft–“stag” films which explicitly showed penetration and ejaculation, and were illegally

distributed and exhibited in private homes and arcades from the early 1900s to mid-1960s.

Eric Schaefer (1999) also explains that “classical” exploitation films which featured, for
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“educational” purposes, spectacular images of strippers, nudist camps, venereal diseases,

childbirth, and so on were exhibited across the country much like traveling carnivals from

the early 1920s to late-‘50s. But then, a series of events enabled sex films to become both

more public and hard-core: The mass exodus to the suburbs, combined with the arrival of

television, gave people less reason to go to city theaters; after the U.S. Supreme Court

broke up the “Big Five” movie studios’ structure of vertical integration with its

Paramount decision in 1948, the studio system, and with it the Production Code, began to

crumble; in 1952, the Court’s Burstyn v. Wilson decision overturned Mutual v. Ohio; and

in 1957, the U.S. v. Roth decision, while intending to quash once and for all obscene

materials “utterly without redeeming social importance,” opened the floodgates to all sorts

of sexually oriented materials which may not be ‘utterly’ without value (Campbell et al;

Kendrick, 1987/1996).

Schaefer (2002) chronicles the historical and technological development of adult

films–from sexploitation to hard-core porn–from the late-1950s to early ‘70s. In the early

1960s, “nudie-cuties,” like earlier exploitation films, were feature-length and had at least

basic narrative elements, but they dispensed with the educational pretense and, more like

the soft-core Playboy magazine (founded in 1953), did not display full-frontal female

nudity or overtly sexual situations. Yet, as the decade progressed and mainstream films

became more risqué, so too did sexploitation films, which, Schaefer emphasizes, were shot

in “professional” 35mm and shown in legitimate, albeit ill-regarded, theaters. At the same

time, 16mm film technology, once the choice of home-movie enthusiasts, was displaced by

lower-priced and easier-to-use 8mm equipment, leaving 16mm filmmakers–including not

only stag producers but also film students and avant-garde artists, many of whom

identified with the sexually liberated counterculture of the 1960s–looking for an outlet for

their adult movies. Moreover, because the production and exhibition costs of 16mm films

were less than those of 35mm sexploitation movies, Schaefer argues that 16mm

filmmakers and low-end, storefront theater operators had less to lose if they were charged

with obscenity and, therefore, could afford to be more “daring.” 
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Hence the arrival of “beaver” films focusing on the female pubis, which Williams

(1989) calls a “subgenre of the illegal stag” because they were again short, plotless, and

often silent (p. 96). According to Schaefer (2002), “Sixteen-millimeter adult films began to

move out of the home and into public exhibition at the beginning of 1967, the year the first

beaver films were advertised in the San Francisco Examiner” (p. 7), and then, “The

success of 16mm adult films in San Francisco, and the fact that they were relatively

unmolested by law enforcement officials there, led to the proliferation of similar

enterprises across the city and then the country” (p. 9). And soon, the beaver films

themselves became more explicit, developing into “split beavers,” in which women spread

their legs, and “action beavers,” in which women fondled themselves or other women. Not

only were the action beavers, because they displayed neither male erections nor

heterosexual penetration, a clever way to ward off censors, they were the genesis of the

girl/girl, “lesbian” sequence which became a staple of the hard-core features soon to

emerge (Williams, 1989).

As audiences became bored with the monotony and low production values of the

beaver movies, 16mm filmmakers felt pressure to keep pace with both their 35mm

sexploitation and mainstream Hollywood counterparts, all of whom were forcing each

other to produce more explicit fare. By the end of 1969, feature-length films in which

heterosexual intercourse was simulated appeared. Schaefer contends, “The 16mm

simulation films married the narratives of sexploitation films, loose as they were at times,

with the increased explicitness of plotless beavers” (p. 13), a union which proved crucial

to the future of cinematic pornography: “Narrative helped to legitimize hardcore films by

permitting exhibitors to mount arguments that hardcore did not appeal solely to prurient

interest but could have artistic merit or social importance” and, therefore, was not obscene

(p. 21). In 1970 then, “how-to” films “wearing the mantle of scientific respectability”

explicitly displayed various sexual positions (p. 3), two graphic documentaries about the

recent legalization of pornography in Denmark were released, and, perhaps most

importantly, Mona, a feature-length, narrative film with visible penetration debuted at a
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public theater in San Francisco.

With the rapid social and cultural changes taking place from the mid-1950s to late-

‘60s, concerns arose. Before adult films became more explicit and public in the 1960s,

parents, religious leaders, and various conservative groups such as CDL, founded by

Charles Keating in 1958 as Citizens for Decent Literature, had already worried about the

popularity of horror comics, rock-and-roll music, and films about delinquent teens (e.g.,

Blackboard Jungle & Rebel Without a Cause, both 1955), and fretted about their effects

on society’s youth (Hoberman & Rosenbaum, 1983). So, when young people openly

indulged in sex and drugs in the 1960s, as they did during 1967’s so-called “summer of

love,” and then pornography proliferated above ground, many saw their worst fears

realized and felt an even greater sense of urgency.

The Pornography Commission

Accordingly, in 1968, President Johnson, to avoid appearing ‘soft’ on either crime

or wantonness, appointed a Commission on Pornography and Obscenity not long after

establishing the Violence Commission. But whereas the earlier Commission had reported a

link between media violence and aggressive behavior, the Pornography Commission’s

Report, which was released to President Nixon in 1970, identified no significant

connection between sexual materials and aggression, thus becoming controversial in its

own right. While some–including politicians and the CDL’s Keating, who wound up a

dissenting member of the Pornography Commission after Nixon appointed him to it–had

speculated that pornography was a billion-dollar industry controlled by organized crime,

the Commission’s majority said there was “insufficient data” to support this belief and

estimated the industry’s worth at only around $200 million (Kendrick, 1987/1996). 

More significant, however, were the Commission’s findings with regard to the

effects of pornography, about which there was plenty of data. Besides funding additional

social scientific studies, many of which later appeared in a 1973 volume of The Journal of

Social Issues entitled “Pornography: Attitudes, Use and Effects,” the Commission, as

Walter Kendrick (1987/1996) puts it, “waded into the morass of psychological and
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sociological studies that had accumulated” (p. 215). By 1970, “The field had flourished

alarmingly and would continue to do so at a rate that mimicked the burgeoning of

‘pornography’ itself.” From these studies, the Commission (as cited in Diamond, 1980)

thus concluded that “empirical research . . . has found no reliable evidence to date that

exposure to explicit sexual materials plays a significant role in the causation of delinquent

or criminal behavior among youth or adults” (p. 693), and it recommended (as cited in

Kendrick, 1987/1996) that “federal, state, and local legislation prohibiting the sale,

exhibition, or distribution of sexual materials to consenting adults be repealed” (p. 216).

What came next is not surprising. First, after Mona and the Report were both

released in 1970, the adult film business boomed, with Deep Throat achieving

international distribution and unprecedented commercial success in 1972. By the late-‘70s,

the industry was producing at least two hard-core features a week and they were being

exhibited across the U.S. in over 900 theaters (Hebditch & Anning, 1988), where they

were earning an estimated $3.5 million per week–“almost a tenth of the gross of all other

movies shown” (“Pornography: Obscene,” 1978, p. 12).

Second, whereas liberals and free-speech advocates applauded the Commission’s

recommendation to repeal prohibitions on sexual materials, and producers and consumers

of pornography now had support for their claim that it was ‘harmless,’ maybe even a safe

and healthy ‘release,’ the Report, and the aforementioned effect, only inspired those who

opposed pornography. About seven months before the Report was released, Jack Valenti,

an assistant to Lyndon Johnson before becoming President of the MPAA in 1966, had

already launched a campaign to dissuade theater owners from booking sexploitation films

for fear that they would eventually “clog the outlets for quality films” and leave

“responsible producers” with nowhere to show their pictures (Schaefer, 2002, p. 19).

Then, in October 1970, Johnson’s successor, Richard Nixon, immediately rejected the

Report. In a statement, Nixon (1970) he called the Commission’s conclusions and

recommendations “morally bankrupt” and vowed, then warned:

So long as I am in the White House, there will be no relaxation of the national
effort to control and eliminate smut from our national life. . . . If the level of filth
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rises in the adult community, the young people in our society cannot help but also
be inundated by the flood. Pornography can corrupt a society and a civilization.
The people’s elected representatives have the right and obligation to prevent that
corruption. . . . The pollution of our culture, the pollution of our civilization with
smut and filth is as serious a situation for the American people as the pollution of
our once-pure air and water. . . . Moreover, if an attitude of permissiveness were
to be adopted regarding pornography, this would contribute to an atmosphere
condoning anarchy in every field—and would increase the threat to our social
order as well as to our moral principles. 

Indeed, the Pornography Commission’s Report was hardly the last word on the

subject. Though Nixon left the White House in disgrace in 1974, the anxiety he expressed

at the start of the 1970s only grew as the decade went on, as evidenced by Jerry Falwell’s

founding of the Moral Majority in 1979 and the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. It then

reached its peak in 1985, when Reagan requested another Commission on Pornography,

often named for then-Attorney General Edwin Meese, and mandated that it “make specific

recommendations to the Attorney General concerning more effective ways in which the

spread of pornography could be contained, consistent with constitutional guarantees”

(Final Report, 1986, p. 3). 

The protracted fight against pornography throughout the 1970s and ‘80s can be

attributed to conservatives’ dissatisfaction with the Johnson Commission’s liberal

recommendations, as well as the Supreme Court’s 1973 Miller v. California decision,

which pushed the task of determining what was obscene onto already swamped state and

local courts. But it may also be understood as a reaction to the science behind the 1970

Report’s conclusions. Kendrick (1987/1996) writes, “Taken as a whole, the Report proves

only that huge amounts of labor and expertise—not to mention money—had been spent

on producing a definitive statement of utter confusion” (p. 214). As a result, the

Commission’s Report prompted still more studies into the effects of pornography, most

notably those conducted by Edward Donnerstein, Neal Malamuth, and their colleagues,

whom feminists often cited after they took up the issue of pornography in the late-1970s.

The feminist response. The 1980 anthology Take Back the Night contained a

fifty-page section devoted to assessing the research conducted for and after the 1968
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Pornography Commission, and then calling for more. With regard to the different findings

of the Violence and Pornography Commissions, Irene Diamond (1980) asked, “How was

it possible for two huge government-sponsored research projects, staffed by many of the

leading social scientists of the day, to arrive at seemingly contradictory conclusions?” (p.

193). One reason, she claimed, was that different media effects models had been applied.

On the one hand, the Violence Commission relied on studies using an imitation model,

which was grounded in social-learning theory and most often used in aggression research.

Bart and Jozsa (1980) explained that according to this model, “Anger, frustrations, and

aggression are behaviors which are acquired like any other social habits—from the

examples around us. Thus, aggressive behavior is learned; therefore, it is cultural rather

than instinctive” (pp. 206-207). So, when applied to violent media, the theory is that “the

more you see the more you do” (p. 205). On the other hand, the Pornography Commission

relied on a catharsis model, which was derived from psychoanalytic theory:

The catharsis model states that art, literature, religion, and other symbolic
systems serve as “safety valves,” reducing the tension created by sublimating
“antisocial” forces in the psyche. It assumes that fantasy, dreams, and jokes reveal
our tabooed wishes and are based on instincts which are sublimated for the sake of
peace and social order. This model also assumes that “antisocial behavior” has its
origin in human nature, and that the reduction of one’s drives is socially desirable.
Moreover, it supposes that men have a different sexual nature from women; that
sex and aggression are linked for men and that they have more difficulty than
women in controlling such behavior. . . . 

This model predicts pornographic movies and books serve society by allowing
men to release, in a harmless way, their sexual aggressions against women by
viewing pornography. Much research on pornography has been conducted using
this model. Most of it purportedly demonstrated the lack of harm—and, in some
cases, the benefits—that flowed from pornography, and has been widely cited in
defense of pornography. (p. 206)

In short, when applied to pornography, a catharsis model “assumes that the more you see

the less you do” (p. 205).

Diamond (1980) then offered a second and related reason for the “disparate

conclusions” of the two Commissions. She stated that they “can only be understood in

light of [the] prevailing liberal ideology of the late 1960’s. Violence on the part of ordinary
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citizens in the midst of civil disorders was viewed unfavorably, while sex in the midst of

the so-called ‘sexual revolution’ was viewed as an unmitigated good” (p. 193). In turn,

“pornography itself has often become associated with all that is progressive and good” (p.

189). Accordingly, “Most studies examined the impact of viewing pornography on

attitudes, or reported feelings of sexual arousal” (p. 198). But Diamond argued that there

needed to be an examination of

reports from some cities that tracts with large numbers of pornographic outlets
tend to have disproportionately high rape rates, reports from police officers that
rapists are often found with pornographic materials in their possession, as well as
reports that wife-batterers are often devotees of pornographic literature. (p. 201)

In other words, Diamond advocated research using the imitation model in order to expose

the (already presumed) association between pornography and real acts of violence against

women. Bart and Jozsa (1980) claimed that a then-recent analysis of the pictorials and

cartoons in Playboy and Penthouse “supported the contention that the amount of violence

in pornography is increasing” (p. 214), and that the analysts were

concerned because the coupling of sex and violence may so condition readers that
violent acts become associated with sexual pleasure. In addition, readers may
believe that women in general, like the women depicted in these magazines, are
basically masochistic and in need of male domination. (pp. 214-215)

But, according to Diamond, “Liberal social science has tended not to document these

patterns because its models do not acknowledge the existence of patriarchy” (p. 201).

Then, criticizing the ‘boredom’ hypothesis much like George Will (1976) had in his

commentary on Snuff, Diamond noted, “This crucial theoretical gap also leaves liberals at

a loss to explain why the legitimizing of pornography in the 1970’s has not resulted in the

predicted loss of interest and sales” (p. 201). 

Anti-pornography feminists thus demanded both more and different studies into

the harmful effects of pornography. Diana Russell (1980a), in one of several contributions

to Take Back the Night, relayed that an organizer of WAP’s large rally in 1979 had “called

for a new government commission which would fund nonsexist research on the effects of

pornography, and which could draw up workable proposals for dealing with this serious
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and growing problem” (p. 237). Russell agreed: “I believe that a new Feminist

Commission would help to . . . support our campaign against pornography” (pp. 237-238,

italics orig.). As mentioned earlier, they would soon get a new Commission on

Pornography–the Meese Commission–whose mandate was to contain pornography, and

Andrea Dworkin, the most well known anti-pornography feminist, even testified during its

hearings. Yet, as many people, feminist and otherwise, have observed, the Meese

Commission–which primarily heard testimony from law-enforcement officers, conservative

politicians, and spokespersons for moralist groups such as CDL–was neither ‘nonsexist’

nor ‘feminist’ (see Vance, 1993).

What needs to be addressed now, however, is the time-lapse between the release

of the first Pornography Commission’s Report and Nixon’s rejection of it in 1970 and

feminists’ response to it nearly a decade later. Why the delay? One reason, as I’ve shown

throughout this dissertation, is that feminists had been doing a host of other things, such as

lobbying for an Equal Rights Amendment, criticizing the institution of marriage, trying to

secure abortion rights, and dealing with rape, which, as I described in Chapter 5, was an

all-consuming task. The “powder keg” of the feminist anti-pornography movement, Snuff,

didn’t happen then until 1976. Yet, the women’s movement’s previous issues and efforts

had set the stage for anti-pornography feminism before Snuff in two related ways. First,

several key feminist texts had already suggested that a relationship exists among

pornography, men’s sadistic ‘nature,’ and violence against women. Then, after numerous

movement setbacks, feminists needed a new issue by the mid-1970s.

From Rape to Porn

Given, first, second-wave feminists’ early concerns about confining images of

women (e.g., Betty Friedan’s critique of the idealized housewife and New York Radical

Women’s protest of the Miss America pageant), second, radical feminists’ focus on the

sexual oppression of women, and, third, the frequent claims about a backlash against

women’s liberation, it’s not surprising that many feminists, such as the radicals who

occupied Grove Press in 1970, perceived the sexual imagery in pornography as degrading
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to women and then the surge in pornography as emblematic of the backlash against

feminism. According to Redstockings co-founder Ellen Willis (as cited in Diamond, 1980), 

The aggressive proliferation of pornography is . . . a particularly obnoxious form
of sexual backlash. The ubiquitous public display of dehumanized images of the
female body is a sexist, misogynist society’s answer to women’s demand to be
respected as people rather than exploited as objects. (p. 191)

But beyond this, some feminists saw pornography as “one of the mechanisms that has

sustained the systematic domination of women by men throughout history,” and that’s

why “its use will intensify when that domination is challenged. . . . Pornography, both in

its quantity and violent nature, proliferates in response to efforts to alter the sexual status

quo” (Diamond, p. 192, italics added). Now, if we were to simply replace the word

“pornography” with “rape” in this passage, it would sound exactly like what feminists had

said about rape. This is no accident, however, for this act of substitution follows what

anti-pornography feminists did in the 1970s and ‘80s. Eventually, the conflation of the two

issues would result in headlines such as “anti-rape = anti-porn” (Bart, 1985, p. 25), but it

took a few years to get to this point.

In one of the founding texts of radical feminist theory, Sexual Politics

(1970/1988), Kate Millett recognized a connection between male violence and

pornography. As I summarized in Chapter 2, Millett’s overall task was to delineate how

patriarchy works, and she determined that it involved maintaining the distinctions between

masculinity (associated with power and supremacy) and femininity (weakness and

inferiority) in virtually all areas of life. Millett, like countless feminists, also blamed Freud

for lending authority to and thus perpetuating the belief that these gender differences are

biologically determined (i.e., natural), and noted that the sexual revolution had done little

to alter this belief. Millett then–six sentences after writing, “Patriarchal force also relies on

a form of violence particularly sexual in character and realized most completely in the act

of rape” (p. 61)–stated, “Patriarchal societies typically link feelings of cruelty with

sexuality, the latter often equated with both with evil and with power. This is apparent

both in the sexual fantasy reported by psychoanalysis and that reported by pornography”
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(pp. 61-62). And “Since the abatement of censorship,” she contended, “masculine hostility

(psychological or physical) in specifically sexual contexts has become far more apparent”

(p. 63, italics orig.), and, therefore, “it has become far easier to assess sexual antagonism

in the male” (p. 64). Accordingly, after several detailed analyses of contemporary works of

literature, Millett concluded that the interest in such “exotic” works as Pauline Réage’s

The Story of O “is not in the physical pain inflicted but in the damage done to will and

spirit, the humiliation of the human claim or dignity of the victim” (p. 405). But ultimately,

“All sadistic pornography tends to find its perfection in murder” (p. 410). A few years

later, Andrea Dworkin similarly affirmed in her book Woman Hating (1974):

To sum up, Story of O is a story of psychic cannibalism, demonic possession, a
story which posits men and women at opposite poles of the universe – the survival
of one dependent on the absolute destruction of the other. It asks, like many
stories, who is the most powerful, and it answers: men are, literally over women’s
dead bodies. (p. 63)

Shortly after Sexual Politics, but still a few years before Woman Hating, we can

then see both the development of feminist rape theory and a call to address pornography

from within the anti-rape movement. In order to define rape as an act of violence,

feminists had to distinguish it from sex. In “Rape: The All-American Crime” (1971/1977),

credited as the “first widely read statement of the anti-rape movement” (Medea &

Thompson, 1974, p. 125), Susan Griffin argued that rape is not natural but learned. This,

of course, corresponded nicely with aggression research which held that violence in

general was learned. But that still left Griffin, and social psychologists, with the premises

that sexuality is natural and that male sexuality is aggressive. And because there’s no

getting around the fact that most rape involves the same body parts used to experience

sexual pleasure, many anti-rape feminists, as anti-pornography feminists would, associated

violence against women with male sexual pleasure. Indeed, Griffin declared that

many men appear to take sexual pleasure from nearly all forms of violence.
Whatever the motivation, male sexuality and violence in our culture seem to be
inseparable. . . . And in the spectrum of male behavior, rape, the perfect
combination of sex and violence, is the penultimate act. (p. 317, italics added)

She thus reasoned that “we will not be free until the threat of rape and the atmosphere of
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violence is ended, and to end that, the nature of male behavior must change” (p. 322,

italics added).

Now, around the same time Griffin was writing the above, New York Radical

Feminists (NYRF) were organizing the first conference on rape (see Chapter 5). In Rape:

The First Sourcebook for Women (1974b), which developed out of the 1971 conference,

Noreen Connell and Cassandra Wilson noted that they “were not dealing with an isolated

social problem” (p. 60). “In many ways,” they estimated, “the issue of rape is the first

serious attempt to analyze the interrelationship of sexuality and power from a political

perspective, and as other issues develop, this analysis will continue to gain greater depth

and scope” (p. 60). The authors observed specifically that “reviewers have gone on at

length about the violence in novels and movies without including the multiple forms of

sexual degradation that are celebrated not only in hard-core pornography but in modern

novels and ‘art’ films” (p. 59, italics added). Thus, they proclaimed, “the relationship

between certain styles of pornography and ideology needs to be clarified” (p. 60). 

The year after the NYRF conference, Deep Throat “burst [into] the public

consciousness” (Williams, 1989, p. 98), and by 1974, anti-rape feminists were increasingly

associating rape with pornography, as well as relying upon psychoanalytic theories to

account for both. In Against Rape (1974), Andra Medea and Kathleen Thompson echoed

Griffin’s description of rape and claimed that pornography “combines the magic elements,

sex and violence. Moreover, pornography is a record of male fantasies, and rape is

perhaps the foremost male fantasy in our society” (p. 14). As for this rape fantasy, Medea

and Thompson, like many psychoanalytic and cultural feminists during the mid- to late-

1970s (see Chapter 3), simultaneously condemned and applied theories about a male’s

separation from the horrifying nature of Woman, and posited that it originates in men’s

“fear” and subsequent “hatred” of women. They argued that the

ultramasculine male or, more usually, the man who needs to see himself that way. .
. . must constantly be on guard against any evidence of “femininity” in himself, and
so he becomes frightened of that femininity. . . . In order to bolster his own
masculinity, he expresses contempt for women. The more insecure he is, the more
he exaggerates the qualities he sees as masculine—aggressiveness, brutality,
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violence. And when he comes closest to being what he sees as the ideal, he
becomes a rapist. (p. 23)

In other words, as Lilia Melani and Linda Fodaski (1974) put it, “he destroys what he

fears most in himself” (p. 85).

Conveniently, another element of the rape fantasy is the belief that women–the

sadistic male’s masochistic counterpart–want to be raped and, thus, cannot really be raped

(see Chapter 5). Yet, as Connell and Wilson (1974b) indicated, these are just two of many

myths about rape, myths “sustained by the popular media, not to mention the

pornographic media” (p. 27). In The Politics of Rape (1975/1984), Diana Russell also

observed that

men benefit from the wishing-away of rape. For if women cannot be raped, it must
mean that women really want intercourse with men whenever men want it, in spite
of any woman’s claims to the contrary. Ultimately the penis is irresistible. This
fantasy is expressed in movies like Hospital, Straw Dogs, or Little Sisters, to say
nothing of standard pornography. (p. 257)

In a footnote, Russell then cited a 1973 article from The San Francisco Examiner which

stated that “at least 20 films during the last two years served rape to their audiences” (p.

257). As to why, the article quoted an MGM executive: “It has something to do with the

fantasy life of the men who make movies. They seem to want to believe that at some point

the woman stops struggling and starts moaning, that all women really love it, really want

to be raped.”

In Against Our Will (1975/1981), Susan Brownmiller expanded upon many of

these ideas and most famously set the stage for the feminist move from rape to

pornography. Near the end of her exhaustive analysis of rape, she wrote,

Once we accept as basic truth that rape is not a crime of irrational, impulsive,
uncontrollable lust, but is a deliberate, hostile, violent act of degradation and
possession on the part of the would-be conqueror, designed to intimidate and
inspire fear, we must look toward those elements in our culture that promote and
propagandize these attitudes, which offer men, and in particular, impressionable,
adolescent males, who form the potential raping population, the ideology and
psychologic encouragement to commit their acts of aggression without awareness,
for the most part, that they have committed a punishable crime, let alone a moral
wrong. (p. 439, italics orig., underlining added)
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Here, we see several important things. As in the conservative response to Snuff just a year

later, Brownmiller appealed to ‘morality’ as well as the need to protect ‘impressionable’

males from cultural elements because they may, ‘without awareness,’ imitate the

aggression they see. Moreover, it appears that Brownmiller was looking toward culture

for something to blame, for a cause of rape. And in culture–that which ‘promotes,’

‘propagandizes,’ and ‘encourages’ men’s aggressive ‘attitudes’ and ‘acts’–she found

pornography.

Similar to Russell (1975/1984), Brownmiller declared, “Two extreme examples of

male fantasy that were commercially palmed off as female fantasy in recent years have

been the pornographic movies Deep Throat and The Devil in Miss Jones” (both 1972) (p.

360). She then remarked upon the newfound legitimacy of such films:

Pornography has been so thickly glossed over with the patina of chic these days in
the name of verbal freedom and sophistication that important distinctions between
freedom of political expression (a democratic necessity), honest sex education for
children (a societal good) and ugly smut (the deliberate devaluation of the role of
women through obscene, distorted depictions) have been hopelessly confused. (p.
441)

Thus, contrary to the liberal mindset at the time, Brownmiller, as many anti-pornography

feminists would, contended that “hard core pornography is not a celebration of sexual

freedom; it is a cynical exploitation of female sexual slavery through the device of making

all such activity, and consequently all females, ‘dirty’” (p. 442). Likewise, Dworkin

(1974), upon review of the countercultural porn magazine Suck, which was created by

“people who share our values, our concerns – people who talk of liberation” (p. 75),

asserted, 

The pages of Suck have, sadly, nothing to do with sexual liberation – there is no
“counter” to the culture to be found anywhere in them. They are, instead, a
catalogue of sexist fantasies which express our most morbid psychic sets. They
chart the landscape of repression, a landscape that is surprisingly familiar. As
women, we find that we are where we have always been: the necessary victim,
there we are, the victim again; the eternal object. (p. 90)

And according to Brownmiller, this is precisely why “When male response to pornography

is compared to female response, a pronounced difference in attitude emerges” (p. 442).
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Women, unlike men, she contended, are not aroused by pornography, just as they are not

aroused by rape:

The gut distaste that a majority of women feel when we look at pornography, a
distaste that, incredibly, it is no longer fashionable to admit, comes, I think, from
the gut knowledge that we and our bodies are being stripped, exposed and
contorted for the purpose of ridicule to bolster that “masculine esteem,” which
gets its kick and sense of power from viewing females as anonymous, panting
playthings, adult toys, dehumanized objects to be used, abused, broken and
discarded.

This, of course, is also the philosophy of rape. (pp. 442-443)

In these passages, all written before Snuff, it’s not hard to identify, one, the oft-

repeated, and oft-condemned, beliefs that would become the theoretical backbone of the

feminist anti-pornography movement and, two, that these beliefs resonated with post-

structuralist and cultural feminisms’ dichotomous view of men and women and their

celebration of the latter. Not only is there a clear conflation of rape and pornography–both

perceived as manifestations of men’s sadistic nature and tools to dominate women–there is

a clear separation of men–the masters, the conquerors–and women–the slaves, the

victims–as well as male and female psychology and sexuality, the former characterized as

aggressive and dominant, the latter as passive and submissive. The cultural expression of

these polarized psycho-sexual natures would then be further distinguished, by Gloria

Steinem (1978) most notably, as either (male) pornography or (female) erotica, the former

characterized by coercion, inequality, lust, and violence, the latter by consent, mutuality,

love, and tenderness.

Before I elaborate a bit more on how such beliefs signaled a reversion to the very

notions of gender that radical feminists had wanted to destroy as well as the effects of this

regression (namely, bitter infighting among feminists and the ‘death’ of the women’s

movement), it is important to address why some feminists felt a need to ‘look towards

culture’ in the first place. At an anti-pornography conference in 1979, Steinem explained

why feminists were tackling the issue at this time. Besides paraphrasing Robin Morgan’s

(1977/1980) famous phrase, “Pornography is the theory, rape is the practice” (p. 139),

Steinem said it was a “rational progression”:
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It’s organic, in a way: having untangled sex and violence on the issue of rape,
which came first because it’s direct physical violence — as opposed to
pornography which is indirect — then it’s a rational progression toward untangling
sex and violence in pornography. Pornography is the instruction; rape is the
practice, battered women are the practice, battered children are the practice.
(Bennetts, 1979, p. B10)

This muddled explanation rosily glosses over what prompted the movement of theories,

resources (e.g., rape crisis centers sponsoring anti-porn marches), people (e.g.,

Brownmiller, Griffin, and Russell), and slogans (“Take Back the Night”) from the issue of

rape to that of pornography. 

Impediments & Impetuses

According to Ann Snitow (1985), who co-founded NYRF in 1970, due to a

number of significant setbacks, it is “not a coincidence that in the United States

pornography became a much publicized focus for feminist organizing around 1977” (p.

110). That year, 

the U.S. Supreme Court began seriously to undermine the right to abortion it had
only established in 1973. By ruling that women could not use Medicaid funds for
abortions, the court returned abortion to the status of privilege for those who can
afford it. This failure of movement momentum got publicity, while at the same time
the Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which would have rendered
hundreds of discriminatory laws illegal, was beginning to run into serious political
trouble. The popular backlash against the political program of feminism was in full
swing, with the New Right stealing media attention and gaining clout as a
powerful, growing lobby. 

In spite of a mass-based women’s movement, by the late ‘70s it was also plain
that women were not making economic gains. Though token women were
appearing in high places, most women without economic support from men
continued to live in poverty, a situation that has steadily undermined the allure of
feminist enthusiasm for female independence. (pp. 110-111)

“In such a political climate,” Snitow recalled, “feminists felt disappointment and

frustration” and there was “a general discouragement among women” (p. 111).

Furthermore, according to off our backs reporter Carol Douglas (1983), Snitow observed

that women who work in rape crisis centers and battered women shelters often become

depressed and “pornography offers an easy way of dealing with the suffering of women.
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Unless it is ritualized, the suffering would become overwhelming” (p. 14). As Snitow

(1985) herself put it, the “lively antipornography campaigns” (p. 111) were a way to re-

energize “honorably weary activists” (p. 119).

Given these setbacks, Snitow (as paraphrased by Douglas, 1983) also suggested,

“Perhaps women have turned from attacking institutions because images are easier to

attack” (p. 14). At the same time feminists’ were identifying links between rape and

pornography, as well as condemning male culture and psychology–Dworkin (1974) even

claimed that the “oppression of women is . . . rooted in psyche and culture” (p. 22)–a field

of feminist film studies did begin to emerge (see Chapter 3). Besides the ‘images of

woman’ approach exemplified by the journal Women and Film and the work of Joan

Mellen, Marjorie Rosen, and Molly Haskell, and besides the empirical studies of media

effects (most credited to male researchers), film theorists Claire Johnston and Laura

Mulvey, both applying feminist interpretations of psychoanalytic thought, posited that

film’s appearance of realism disguises, and thus normalizes, the patriarchal ideologies

behind cinematic texts and the viewing process. Mulvey, whose “Visual Pleasure and

Narrative Cinema” (1975/1988) was published the same year as Brownmiller’s Against

Our Will (1975)–the year before Snuff–argued that spectatorship was already a gendered

process, with the cinematic apparatus positioning male viewers to adopt the privileged and

sadistic gaze of a masculine subject, and females, both characters and viewers, as objects,

victims and masochists, respectively. The male viewer, then, derives pleasure from not

only participating in this sadistic process but its seeming naturalness, which is produced by

the seeming realness of film. So, what we can see is that by 1976, a constellation of

forces–an anti-feminist backlash, movement defeats, the increasing publicness of

pornography, the feminist articulation of rape to pornography, cultural feminism’s

displacement of radical feminism, feminists’ re-engagement with psychoanalysis, and the

growth of feminist film studies–had already begun to take the shape of a particular feminist

attitude towards pornography. Even earlier, Dworkin (1974) affirmed, “Pornography, like

fairy tale, tells us who we are. It is the structure of male and female mind, the content of
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our shared erotic identity, the map of each inch and mile of our oppression and despair”

(pp. 53-54).

On top of all this, Laurence O’Toole (1998) points out that pornography became

an issue for feminists just as “a growing mood of fragmentation within the women’s

movement (over matters of racial, economic, social and sexual difference) created the

desire for a new single issue to revive the ebbing sense of unity” (p. 33). Indeed, when

WAVPM organized the first feminist conference on the issue in 1978, its “goal” was to

“produce resolutions for a working unity” (Friedman, 1979, p. 2). Yet, taking on the issue

of rape in the early 1970s had already been an attempt to unify an already fragmented

movement (see Chapter 2). This is one reason why anti-rape rhetoric was full of

generalizations, such as, “Every man, every husband may not be a rapist, but all of them

benefit from the existence of rape in their daily struggle to subjugate women. . . . [M]en

permit rape to continue, and all of them continue to benefit from the fear it casts over all

women” (Mathews, 1974, p. 116, italics orig.), and, as one speaker (as cited in Fithian,

1981) declared before a Take Back the Night march, “We’re all one woman; we all have

been raped. We all have the right to fight back!” (p. 9). But just as not all women were

(or are) pro-choice (see Chapter 4), not all women experienced rape the same way. Essie

Williams of the National Black Feminist Organization explained that “so many of our

young women have been raped and abused that it is almost an assumption in some black

communities that a woman is to be abused” (Connell & Wilson, 1974a, p. 242). But given

not only the racist legacy of accusing black men of raping white women but also the

tendency of police to dismiss black women’s claims of rape, many Black feminists were

skeptical of the predominantly white anti-rape movement. Besides, Williams said, “Most

black women don’t have the time to participate in the women’s movement since other

things, basically living, are more crucial than this or that meeting or committee on rape”

(p. 244). Thus, Snitow (1985) also noted of the anti-pornography movement, “it

reestablishes unity at a time when differences among women are increasingly visible and

theoretically important” (p. 119).
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With further regard to anti-rape feminism, besides failing to unify women, it failed

to achieve its primary goal, which was, of course, to put an end to rape. As feminists

themselves emphasized, rape rates continued to climb despite, or because of, feminist

activism, and, as Nancy Matthews’ (1994) examination of rape crisis centers shows, the

anti-rape movement became bureaucratized and could only “manage” rape and treat its

victims (see Chapter 5). Now, at the same time these and the aforementioned setbacks

were taking a toll on the women’s movement, hard-core pornography was becoming more

visible and legitimate. So, although perhaps not a “rational progression” as Steinem stated,

the shift from rape to pornography was understandable. According to Avedon Carol

(1993), it was “a neat explanation for the terrible things that have happened to us, and it

gives us someone else to hate, someone else to blame, when we need a target for our

anger” (p. 130). Put another way, when feminists who were activists or theorists in the

anti-rape movement attacked pornography, they saw it as a way to keep ‘fighting back’

against rape or, to borrow from Johnson and Schaefer (1993), as “rape-revenge” (p. 56).

Indeed, like the women from the Rochester WAVAW who vandalized the theater showing

Snuff, anti-pornography groups such as the Wimmins’ Fire Brigade, who bombed a chain

of video stores in 1983, claimed that it was “an act of self-defense against hate

propaganda” (Jas, 1983, p. 4), and the Preying Mantis Women’s Brigade, who threw red

meat on the stage of the Miss California Pageant in 1980 and destroyed hundreds of

copies of Hustler magazine, described their acts of “civil disobedience” as “retaliation”

(Hayes, 1981b, p. 12). According to a group called Angry Women, who set fire to several

porn shops, “We are protesting and fighting back against images portraying women as

sexual conveniences for men to abuse, hurt and degrade. Porn is [a] big money-making

business built on the suffering of women. . . . As long as porn is prevalent the streets will

continue to be unsafe for women” (Hayes, 1981a, p. 13). 

The rationale thus became: If pornography causes rape–men’s most effective and

violent tool for oppressing women–then not only does pornography oppress women, and

does so violently, but eliminating it will eliminate rape. Having already made such
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assertions as, “[T]he basic elements of rape are involved in all heterosexual relationships”

(Griffin, 1971/1977, p. 318), “The act of rape is the logical expression of the essential

relationship now existing between men and women” (Manhart & Rush, 1974, n.p.), there

is a “fuzzy border line separating heterosexual intercourse as we know it from rape”

(Medea & Thompson, 1974, p. 42), and rape is “a microcosm of what passes for ‘normal’

sexual relations between men and women” (Clark & Lewis, 1977, p. 30), it was not much

of a stretch for some anti-rape feminists to add depictions of sexual relations to the

equation of male sexuality and violence against women. But to warrant the claim that

banning pornography would fight the violent act of rape (again, useful given the tough-on-

crime political agenda at the time), anti-pornography feminists needed to prove two

related things that the earlier Presidential Commissions had not. While the Violence

Commission had reported that violent media content may beget violent behavior, they

needed to prove that arousing men sexually may lead to violent behavior. In other words,

having, as Steinem put it, “untangled sex and violence on the issue of rape,” anti-

pornography feminists, in effect, needed to find a way to reconnect them. Plus, they

needed to prove that representations of sexual acts may inspire real acts of violence

against women.

This is precisely why Snuff becomes important within the history of second-wave

feminism. Mikita Brottman (1997) succinctly states, “Snuff was a godsend to the feminist

agenda” (p. 97). Initially, perhaps. In the midst of all the setbacks, Snuff did galvanize

women across the country to speak out and march on behalf of feminism. But in the long-

run, the feminist response to Snuff, which marked the start of the feminist anti-

pornography movement, was yet another setback to the feminist, at least radical feminist,

agenda. It upended not only anti-rape feminism’s goal of dissociating sex from violence by

re-associating them, but also anti-rape feminism’s concerted efforts to empower women

and expose the male “protection racket” that keeps women submissive and vulne2rable by

emphasizing women’s status as victims and demanding that the state protect women from

harm. Thus, anti-pornography feminism, like cultural feminism, upended radical
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feminism’s ultimate goal of dismantling the gender system by re-embracing old notions

about the innate, immutable, and universal differences between men and women.

Moreover, and in large part because of these effects, the feminist campaign against

pornography, despite its goal of bringing women together, led to even more factionalism.

This, sparked by a movie that was all a big hoax.

Rumor, Realism, & Representation

“Snuff” had been a slang term for death or dying since the nineteenth century

(Johnson & Schaefer, 1993). But as a vice squad sergeant in Los Angeles explained to

writer Rider McDowell (1994), after the Tate-LaBianca murders in 1969, “The media was

mistakenly informed that the Manson people had taken home movies of the murders,”

“The press coined the term ‘snuff films,’ and it stuck” (¶ 9). Then, as mentioned earlier, in

1973 the president of CDL alleged that the X-rated film industry was “snuffing out” its

performers. While he produced no evidence, the frightening possibility prompted police

and FBI investigations. The rumor subsided for a short time, but in October 1975 two

New York papers reported that authorities had confiscated a snuff film as it was being

smuggled from South America into the U.S., where allegedly people were paying several

hundred dollars for private, underground screenings of such movies (Johnson & Schaefer;

Kerekes & Slater, 1994). Again, no one brought forth a film to verify the reports. But

around the same time, there were still more rumors that “military torture teams” had shot

documentary footage of the atrocities they committed following Pinochet’s coup in Chile

in 1973 and during the “dirty war” leading up to Videla’s coup in Argentina in 1976

(Hebditch & Anning, 1988).

From a marketing perspective, then, Snuff was a thing of genius: Its story, setting,

and promotion referenced real events, each of which had rumored associations with snuff

films, and all of this was taking place when people were particularly anxious about

unchecked violence and sex. And of course, by appropriating the simple, generic term

“snuff,” Allan Shackleton wanted people to believe that this film was ‘the real thing.’ As

for the story, the sexual, murderous, and drug-induced exploits of the megalomaniacal



322

Satán and his female devotees plainly emulated those of the real Manson Family, who, by

the mid-1970s had come to represent the dark side–or, for conservatives and feminists,

the inevitable result–of the anti-establishment, free-loving 1960s. In LaBelle’s (1980)

account of the feminist response to Snuff, she referred to “Manson as a new prototype of

sex and violence” (p. 273). Brottman (1997) posits that “any reference to the word

‘Manson’ has provided a virtual stamped guarantee of depravity to all movies, TV dramas,

documentaries . . .” (p. 101). And even though it is widely believed that Shackleton

himself invented and leaked the story about the confiscated snuff film in order to exploit

The Slaughter’s South American setting (Kerekes & Slater, 1994), the brutal acts of this

region’s dictatorial regimes were also quite real.  Besides Snuff’s evocation of real acts of4

violence as well as real rumors (though they weren’t true the rumors themselves existed),

Shackleton also marketed as pornography a film in which a woman is disemboweled in

‘behind-the-scenes’ footage. For the film’s opponents, it was these markers of realism that

made Snuff so dangerous.

Hard-core & Horror

Why would people believe that the murder in Snuff was real? Most obviously, the

film’s promotion implied that it was. But then again, many films fail to live up to the hype

of their ad campaigns. Snuff, however, suggested its own realism in two other ways. First,

the five-minute epilogue purported to reveal the real crew of the movie we had just seen

and, in Linda Williams’ (1989) words, “added signals of documentary evidence—the

director’s speech to and ‘look’ at the camera, the indication of film ‘run out’ . . .” (p.

192). Thus, as Shackleton intended, audiences may have been convinced, especially upon

initial viewing, that the events during this sequence were real. Yet, this does not fully

account for Snuff’s reception, which in the long-run became the anti-pornography

movement. Based upon Snuff’s promotional materials (its X rating and provocative

poster) alone, it may be reasonable to conclude that it is a pornographic film. But it is, to

use Williams’ terms, the “naive” and “unsophisticated” assumptions associated with both

this conclusion and pornography in general that led to the perception of and fear over
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Snuff’s realism. Although writing about literature several years before Snuff, Kate Millett

(1970/1988) remarked upon “the truthful explicitness of pornography” and “its antisocial

character as well” (p. 64). 

According to Williams in Hard Core (1989), “The genre of pornography . . .

works hard to convince us of its realism” (p. 185) because

The new wave of visual pornography of the late sixties and early seventies was
never intended to simply celebrate a sexual permissiveness ‘liberated’ by the
American sexual revolution; it was at least partly linked, as this revolution was
itself linked, to a quest for greater knowledge about sexuality. (p. 98, italics added)

Hard-core pornography thus participated in this quest by attempting to reveal instances

which ‘speak truths’ about sex. Williams theorizes that hard-core offers more than just

visual evidence, via the “meat shot,” that penetration has occurred; it seeks to prove that

“satisfaction has taken place” (p. 73) by capturing, via the “money shot,” “an involuntary

confession of pleasure” (p. 95). So, if pornography provides a record of real events, and if

Snuff is pornographic, then the instances of ‘penetration’–the mutilation and the

murder–in it must be real.

Williams, however, contends that the notion that any film offers a “transparent

reflection” of reality is “naive,” as is the corollary idea that watching pornography is the

same thing as being there when it is filmed, thereby suggesting complicity on the viewer’s

part (pp. 184-185, 188). She argues that hard-core pornography, not unlike any other

genre, uses the “language” of film (conventions, icons, technologies, etc.) to achieve its

ultimate goal, which (not unlike that of Freud, Kinsey, or Masters and Johnson) is the

“discovery and examination of female sexual difference” (p. 82). Yet, unlike the

incontrovertible evidence of male pleasure (ejaculation), the female orgasm remains

“invisible and unquantifiable” and can only be inferred from a woman’s moaning and so on

(p. 113). In short, she can perform pleasure, which is to say, she can ‘fake it’ (cf. Carol,

1993). This, Williams proposes, is why the money shot, while “a poor substitute for the

knowledge of female wonders” (p. 94), has become fetishized in hard-core; it compensates

for the inability to prove female satisfaction (p. 119). Thus, according to Williams,
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pornography does not re-present real objects and events as they were, it represents them

for viewers who are always distanced from the original by time and space.

We can observe the “naive realism” to which Williams (1989) refers in the

reception of Snuff in two ways. First, even after Manhattan D.A. Morgenthau announced

that the supposed victim was “alive and well,” Snuff’s protestors worried about the film’s

(presumably male) viewers and the real women they may victimize. As Williams puts it,

“For many, the horror shifted from the bloody content of the film to the spectacle of

viewers who would pay to see what they thought was the ultimate orgasm” (p. 193).

Indeed, state censors, officials who threatened to charge exhibitors with false advertising,

conservative critics, film reviewers, the high-profile petition-signers, and feminists–all of

them feared that Snuff’s viewers not only wanted to see a real murder but that they would

commit similar acts or, in Johnson and Schaefer’s (1993) words, “fail to maintain proper

distance from the picture’s sensational spectacles” (p. 52) because of their incapacity “to

maintain distinctions between representation and reality” (p. 41). According to Johnson

and Schaefer, “Implicit in the suppression of Snuff is the assumption that audiences are

naive viewers. . . who therefore need interpreters of cultural artifacts” (p. 50). More

specifically, this assumption reflected a moral concern about ‘tasteless,’ ‘low-culture’

artifacts such as pornography which appeal to ‘impressionable’ viewers’ bodies, especially

the base desires associated with their nether regions. As I detailed earlier, critics publicly

shamed Snuff’s viewers as “dismal” (Will, 1976), “semi-literate” (Fritz, 1976) “moral

cretins” (Leonard, 1976) and “deviants” (Maryland Board, see Cedrone, 1976) with a

“bloodlust” (Jac., 1976), and in doing so, Johnson and Schaefer argue, helped to police

the moral boundaries of good taste and acceptable behavior. Moreover, just as Nixon had

in 1970, Maddocks (1976), who associated pornography with “pollution,” “corruption,”

and even “hell” itself, and Will (1976), who described it as a “rotting core” and an “open

sewer” and called Snuff the “lowest depth,” expressed a need to cleanse society by

purging it of pornography. From this, Johnson and Schaefer conclude, “a necessity for

protection was invoked—protection of viewers from ‘bad’ cultural forms that might
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trigger antisocial behaviors, and protection of society from those who might commit

antisocial acts” (p. 53).

There was, however, at least one big problem with using Snuff in the campaign

against pornography, which points to the second instance of naive realism in the film’s

reception. The “trouble with the revelations precipitated by Snuff,” Williams (1989)

writes, “is that the film . . . does not belong to the pornographic genre, unless the fantastic

special effects of exploitation horror films are included in its definition” (p. 190). As I

indicated earlier, several reviewers and local officials failed to find Snuff pornographic

(neither soft- nor hard-core) and compared it instead to Jaws (1975) and the now-seminal

slasher film The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974). Williams also claims that Snuff is “a

variant of the slasher film” (p. 191). She does, however, note a few important similarities.

First, “Like pornography, the slasher film pries open the fleshy secrets of normally hidden

things” through the spectacle of a penetrated body and the release of bodily fluids (p.

191). Second, the slasher film also works hard to make its penetrations (stabbings,

impalings, etc.) and its ‘money shots’ (the spilling of blood) seem real through the use of

special effects. Finally, Williams, in the 1991 article “Film Bodies,” observes that

pornography and horror “have had especially low cultural status” and claims that this can

be attributed to “the perception that the body of the spectator is caught up in an almost

involuntary mimicry of the emotion or sensation of the body on the screen along with the

fact that the body displayed is female” (p. 4). Yet, a key difference between pornography

and horror is the expectation (or hope) that whereas the violence in horror is fake, the sex

in pornography is real, not just the penetration but the satisfaction as well. In other words,

while viewers may safely assume that a female character is not really being killed in a

slasher and that her blood is not real, they may assume, more naively, that when a woman

moans in a pornographic film that she must really be experiencing pleasure, even though

that may very well be fake too. 

It’s therefore in the assumptions about pornography’s realism and Snuff being

pornography where Snuff’s foes appear perhaps more naive, and more genre illiterate,
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than they claimed the film’s viewers were. Although the film’s protestors and censors

acknowledged that the actress was not harmed (i.e., that her mutilation and murder were

not real), they persisted to regard Snuff as pornography and thus concluded that its

spectacles, including its violence, were designed to ‘arouse sexual interest’ and therefore

would. But Williams (1989), citing Carol Clover’s (1987/1996) work on slasher films,

emphasizes that in a slasher, “violence and sex are not concomitants but alternatives” (p.

191). While the teenage characters in a slasher may engage in sex (and that may be why

they are punished), the ‘monster’ kills with penetrating weapons precisely because he does

not (or cannot) penetrate ‘normally,’ meaning sexually (due, Clover claims, to some

unresolved Oedipal conflict). Thus, the ‘satisfaction’ revealed in a slasher is not an orgasm

but bloodshed, and although many, prior to and since Freud, have argued that sex and

violence are related and one may even displace the other, they are not the same. In the

reception of Snuff, however, there was a conflation, at least a confusion, of the two lowest

‘body genres.’ Indeed, the fact that Snuff depicted neither hard-core sex nor real violence

didn’t matter to its detractors because it was the presumed realness of the combined

threat–that its violence may stimulate the male viewer’s sadistic sexual desire, may, in

other words, ‘appeal to prurient interest’–that was “obscene,” as the judges in Maryland

and Minneapolis made clear. So, Snuff itself–marketed as pornography but containing the

special-effects violence of a slasher film during a documentary-like sequence–produced a

“generic confusion” (Williams, 1989, p. 193) which, when coupled with the

“unsophistication of naive realists unfamiliar with generic conventions” (p. 194),

contributed to the controversy surrounding it. 

But Snuff was by no means an isolated artifact, somehow removed from its

context, and, in a fascinating way, the relationship between the film and its opponents was

a symbiotic one. By blurring the boundaries between pornography and horror, Snuff and

its creator Shackleton were able to bring together in protest conservatives, feminists, and

the adult film industry, but for very different reasons–worries about social deviance and

moral decay, concerns about violence against women, and fears of a bad reputation,
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respectively. In fact, each contingent was so useful in promoting the film that it was

suspected of colluding with Shackleton. When Snuff opened in Manhattan, one reporter

claimed that Shackleton “launched it with a blaze of trumped up protests by decency

groups he invented” (Jac., 1976, p. 22, italics added). Later, when Snuff opened in

Hollywood, another remarked, “not only were the expected feminist groups cooperating,

but the Adult Film Assn. of America as well,” and wondered, “Are the feminists, or even

the AFA[A], part of Monarch Releasing’s tried-and-proven promo for the film?” (“Snuff

Biz,” 1976, p. 36). Likely not, but this does suggest a different kind of collusion.

Brottman (1997) writes,

The fact that Snuff was a film that defied the boundaries of traditional systems of
classification was precisely the reason that allowed it to be appropriated by a
variety of different pressure groups, cultural commentators, and civil rights
activists as a metaphor for the archetypal extreme in violent, degenerate
exploitation cinema. (p. 99, italics added)

In other words, Snuff’s protestors used the film to promote their own causes just as much

as Shackleton used them to promote his film. Brottman and others propose that Snuff

would have neither existed nor sparked the controversy it did had there not been a need

for it. The problem for feminists, however, is that their need too closely resembled that of

anti-feminist conservatives.

Coming Together (with Conservatives)

According to Brottman (1997), the “rumor-panic” over Snuff was “about the

process of blame allocation and the many different social and moral functions that this

ancient process serves” (p. 105). Given the perceived surge in sex and violence both on

and off screen during the 1970s, as well as a long list of other frustrations (an economic

recession, government corruption, a lost war, rising divorce rates, etc.), political

conservatives and religious fundamentalists blamed society’s ills on the liberal revelry and

radical rebelliousness of the 1960s, and then saw the opportunity to guide society in

another (i.e., their) direction. Brottman asserts that the panic over Snuff was an “anxious

reaction to . . . immediately threatening circumstances in a highly ambiguous social

situation” (p. 97), and that such panics “work as cultural symbols, which a group of
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people can then use to give meaning to a social reality that is increasingly threatening and

ambiguous” (p. 96). For David Kerekes and David Slater (1994), the whole notion of a

“snuff film” is “one of the all-time great moral panics to feed the people” (p. 245). “It is

evident,” they claim, “that the outrage and furore over snuff reveals a tacit desire – indeed,

a need – for it to exist, if only as an idea” (pp. 245-246, italics orig.). Kerekes and Slater,

not unlike Johnson and Schaefer (1993), argue, “For bureaucrats seeking publicity and for

missionaries seeking funds, [snuff] is a tool – the demonised apotheosis that necessitates

their crusade. It is what the public must fear and what these bodies will serve to protect

the public from” (p. 245). 

Snuff’s promoter and Snuff’s conservative foes, however, weren’t the only ones

who needed the public to believe in its possible reality; for reasons I explained earlier,

feminists did too. Brottman (1997) states, “Snuff was appropriated by the feminist

movement as the ultimate event in hard-core pornography because—and for the first

time—it seemed to justify the fear of many women that it was a short leap from misogyny

in representations to the actual murder of women for sexual thrills” (p. 99). Kerekes and

Slater (1994) contend that the use of Snuff in the crusade against pornography was one of

“Association by controversy,” whereby, for example, “Deep Throat and Snuff were often

cited back-to-back in reports and the press. Snuff became, for all intents and purposes,

violent pornography” (p. 23). But because the ‘snuffing’ in Snuff was not real, nor was the

film hard-core pornography, it did not provide feminists with the evidence they needed to

prove that pornography directly harmed women and therefore should be banned. Yet,

rather than give up on the pornography issue, some feminists not only called for more

research and commissions on the subject (e.g., Bart & Josza, 1980; Russell, 1980a), they

gave in to a conservative campaign for decency which pre-existed them and, ironically,

had contributed to the setbacks that prompted some feminists to revert to the biological

essentialism of cultural feminism and look towards pornography in the first place.

The year following Snuff, a columnist for The Christian Science Monitor declared

that feminists were “adding a welcome thrust to the antipornography fight” (“Feminists
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vs.,” 1977, P. 28). For some feminists, this was not a cause for alarm. WAVPM co-

founder Diana Russell (1980b) acknowledged that anti-pornography forces “have almost

always been conservative, homophobic, antisex, and pro the traditional family” and “are

often against abortion, the Equal Rights Amendment, and the Women’s Liberation

Movement” (p. 301). “But,” she claimed, “we don’t have to ally ourselves with them. We

haven’t yet. And we won’t! . . . They can come to us if they can accept the rest of our

politics too.” Although the “if” didn’t happen for the obvious reason (fundamentalists

were never going to become feminist), “they” did go to feminists for strategic reasons.

After a conference on pornography and violence against women in May 1980, Andrena

Zawinski (1980) reported, 

Right-wing presence at the conference was anticipated but not noticed. By now we
know that the association of right-wing politicians with the pornography issue is
one constantly dragged before feminists who oppose pornography. It is clear that
any issue concerning feminists (abortion, sexuality, family, etc.) will also concern
the Right–us because we want to free women’s bodies, them because they want to
colonize women’s bodies under the status quo. (p. 8)

Like Russell, she then asserted, “No feminist effort should be discouraged because of

right-wing interest.” However, Zawinksi also speculated that “the Right is interested in us

because they need our knowledge to fuel their fiery anti-pornography arguments as a

means to push legislation” (p. 9). While in 1980 this did not appear to trouble Zawinski,

who was a conference organizer, her remark foreshadowed what happened during the

Meese Commission hearings five years later, when conservatives and fundamentalists

“happily assimilated the rhetoric of anti-pornography feminists” but “decisively rejected

their remedies” (Vance, 1993, p. 37). 

One reason why anti-pornography feminists may have appeared dismissive (even

flippantly so) about their peculiar alignment with the Right is that they honestly didn’t see

the alignment and deliberately tried to distance themselves from the Right (see Dworkin,

1983; MacKinnon, 2005). Specifically, so as to not appear ‘anti-sex,’ anti-pornography

feminists, as I mentioned earlier, distinguished, theoretically, between pornography, which

they equated with domination and violence, and erotica, which they equated with
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consensual lovemaking, and they celebrated the latter. Moreover, when Dworkin and

Catharine MacKinnon presented their anti-pornography ordinances in the mid-1980s,

rather than framing pornography as an issue of obscenity or morality, they, quite liberally,

declared, “Pornography is a form of discrimination on the basis of sex,” one that harms

“women’s opportunities for equality of rights” (“Excerpts,” p. 206, italics added). On the

one hand, these strategies worked against the Right, which continued to blame feminists

for pornography’s ubiquity and society’s moral decay in the first place. In a 1982

Conservative Digest article, for example, Andrew Carlan wrote,

Feminists are beginning to think that they may have inadvertently set
themselves up for what they now see as humiliating when they indiscriminately
rejected all traditional standards as quaint and Victorian. . . .

Many feminists get cold shudders in their private moments when they ruminate
on the undesirable side effects their platform has had on society. (p. 38)

On the other hand, anti-pornography feminists’ attempts at dissociation from the Right

were not enough to keep male liberals from painting them as “totalitarians attempting to

impose a sanitized version of politically correct sexuality on everyone” (Burstyn, 1985, p.

20) or, worse, vulgarly attacking them in pornography.  More damaging, however, would5

be the barrage of criticism leveled at anti-pornography feminists by other feminists.

Coming Apart (from Feminists)

While anti-pornography feminists were either unaware of or unconcerned with

espousing “conservative moral assumptions,” other feminists, such as radical Ellen Willis

(1983), found this more “dangerous” than pornography (p. 461). At best, in Willis’ view,

anti-pornography efforts simply wouldn’t produce their desired effect: “[I]f Hustler were

to vanish from the shelves tomorrow, I doubt that rape or wife-beating statistics would

decline” (p. 463). There were, however, many ‘at worsts.’ Lisa Duggan, Nan Hunter, and

Carole Vance (1985) contended that “ironically, while the [Dworkin-MacKinnon anti-

pornography] ordinances would do nothing to improve the material conditions of most

women’s lives, their high visibility might well divert energy from the drive to enact other,

less popular laws that would genuinely empower women” (p. 147). More broadly, Vance

and Snitow (1984) concluded, “The end result of the antipornography analysis is to
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present a critique of male sexuality quite isolated from a more powerful and radical

critique of gender and heterosexism” (p. 130). In fact, they clearly recognized the cultural

feminism of the anti-pornography movement: “Antipornography organizing dramatizes the

differentiation between male and female desire. To posit a great chasm between the sexual

nature of men and that of women is implicitly to accept a major formulation of the gender

system . . . that underlies and justifies women’s oppression.” 

Those feminists who opposed their anti-pornography peers identified several

related effects of their, as Willis (1983) saw it, “deeply reactionary” way of understanding

women and men (p. 464). According to Snitow (1985), “When maleness is defined as a

timeless quality, it becomes harder rather than easier to imagine how it can ever change”

(pp. 118-119). Avedon Carol (1993) also astutely observed that the more anti-

pornography feminists equate male sexuality with violence the more they may “press men

to feel almost as if there is something wrong with them if they don’t react to sexual

arousal with an urgent need to do harm” (p. 129, italics added). On the flip side, by

focusing only on the sadistic nature of male pleasure, anti-pornography feminists leave

little space for exploring how “for women as for men [pornography] can also be a source

of erotic pleasure” (Willis, p. 464). Indeed, Willis declared that the “goody-goody concept

of eroticism is not feminist but feminine” (p. 464), and warned, “If feminists define

pornography, per se, as the enemy, the result will be to make a lot of women ashamed of

their sexual feelings and afraid to be honest about them. And the last thing women need is

more sexual shame, guilt, and hypocrisy—this time served up as feminism” (p. 462).

In April 1982, several of the aforementioned authors participated in the now-

infamous ninth annual “The Scholar and The Feminist” conference at Barnard College.

What happened there reveals how bitter the “feminist sex wars” had become by the early

1980s, and prefigured how debilitating they would become by the end of the decade. The

conference, subtitled “Toward a Politics of Sexuality,” was organized by and primarily for

feminists who opposed the dominant and much more publicized anti-pornography position

(Dejanikus, 1982). As Jane Gerhard (2001) explains, the conference was an attempt to
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return to the roots of radical feminism by focusing on sexual liberation rather than sexual

restrictions. But unsurprisingly, anti-pornography feminists felt deliberately excluded and

claimed that the conference was “so rigged and so dishonest” (Dejanikus, p. 20). Members

of WAP and WAVAW then picketed and distributed leaflets declaring that the

perspectives presented were a “tiny offshoot of the women’s movement that is part of the

backlash against radical feminism,” and alleged, among other things, that “represented at

this conference are organizations that support and produce pornography, promote sex

roles and sadomasochism, and have joined the straight and gay pedophile organizations in

lobbying for an end to laws that protect children from sexual abuse by adults” (p. 5). In

response, conference participant Ellen Willis (as cited in Dejanikus) called WAP members

“witchhunting creeps who lie or exaggerate people’s positions” (p. 5), and she and others

charged the anti-pornography feminists with “sexual McCarthyism” (p. 20). In a

presentation at the conference, Alice Echols (as paraphrased by Douglas, 1982), while

making an equally startling analogy, touched on the major criticisms of anti-pornography

feminism that persist today: “The anti-pornography movement is the equivalent of the anti-

abortion movement – reinforcing and validating women’s traditional sexual conservatism

and manipulating their sense of themselves as the culture’s victims as well as its moral

guardians” (p. 3, italics added).

The effects of the feminist anti-pornography movement have been significant, long-

term, and numerous, too numerous to even attempt to summarize here. However, most

relevant to this project are its effects on the women’s movement and how it has effected

popular representations of feminism. The most obvious effect involved the fragmentation

of the women’s movement, as evidenced by the events at the Barnard Conference and,

later, in 1994, when those who opposed Dworkin and MacKinnon’s anti-pornography

ordinances created their own acronym-ready group, the Feminist Anti-Censorship

Taskforce (FACT). Although there had always been feminist infighting, this rupture could

not be healed because the movement was already near death. This in turn relates to

another important effect, that being the convergence of the anti-pornography movement
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and cultural feminism, an intersection at which women’s and men’s innate differences were

affirmed and revalued, particularly women’s ability to reproduce, and a ‘goody-goody’

conception of female sexuality was wholly opposed to male sexuality. This not only

reversed the goals of radical as well as liberal and socialist feminism, it reaffirmed

traditional, conservative (i.e., anti-feminist) views of sex and gender. (Indeed, embracing

women’s ability to reproduce and seeing that as women’s primary source of power does

not challenge conventional expectations for female existence.) Both conservatives and

feminists were now setting standards for female ethics and practices, which, because they

have been perceived as prudish and judgmental, has produced another effect, that being

the current state of feminism today. 

The feminist anti-pornography movement not only inspired a spate of damaging

(and damning) post-feminist critiques in the mid-1990s, it gave rise to the rhetoric of

individualism and choice that characterizes much of third-wave feminist work today.

Opposed to the standards set forth by cultural and anti-pornography feminists, now

anything-goes, which is not a feminist political strategy. And opposed to the essentialism

espoused by cultural and anti-pornography feminists, now there is no such thing as

“women,” which is not a solid ground for a feminist political agenda. Now, what I hope to

have shown, however, is that the anti-pornography movement did not come out of

nowhere nor did it deliberately try to kill feminism. Quite the opposite. By examining the

historical receptions of the films Rosemary’s Baby and I Spit on Your Grave, we can see

how feminism was both failing to account for certain women’s circumstances and how its

most threatening messages were being negotiated and incorporated. The anti-pornography

grew out of both the fact that people do engage media texts (hence the focus on

pornography and Snuff itself) and that feminism was not accomplishing all it wanted to. By

looking at films and the contexts in which they were produced and received, I contend that

we can see the issues that were at stake that also shaped feminism. And for those who care

to better understand feminism, rather than blame it, I hope that helps.

Notes
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1. Feminists also became critical of news media after some perceived that their reporting
was trying to discredit the women’s movement. For example, many feminists were
shocked (and resented) when Time, for a story on women’s liberation, used an illustration
of radical (and lesbian) feminist Kate Millett and the title of her book Sexual Politics on its
August 31, 1970, cover, thereby effectively equating her with the entire movement
(Cohen, 1988).

2. Eithne Johnson and Eric Shaefer (1993) identify the production year of The Slaughter
as 1970, while David Kerekes and David Slater (1994) date it as 1971.

3. Sources vary as to who actually shot the footage.

4. South America was also shrouded in some intrigue at the time. I’m thinking here about
the rumors which have circulated about various South American countries becoming a
refuge for wanted ex-Nazis, as dramatized in Ira Levin’s novel The Boys from Brazil
(1976), which happened to be released the same week Snuff opened in Manhattan.

5. In an article about WAP’s conference in November 1979, Brooke (1979) relayed,
Porn magazines have singled out individual feminists for attack. Brownmiller
reported that Hustler ran a story about a man claiming to have had a sexual
encounter with her, wherein he found out that she really wanted to be raped. A
photograph with Brownmiller’s face over a nude (except for underpants) female
body accompanied the article. . . . Hustler gave Shere Hite similar treatment, as
Screw did Gloria Steinem. (p. 26)
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CHAPTER 7: WHAT, AND WHERE, IS FEMINISM NOW?

Discredited by a conservative backlash, absorbed into the mainstream, abandoned

due to either its effectiveness (‘it succeeded so it’s no longer needed’) or its

ineffectiveness (‘it failed so it’s no longer helpful’)–each is an often-heard explanation for

the apparent non-presence of a distinctive feminist voice today. When Time magazine

asked, “Is feminism dead?” in 1998–a question it has asked of only three other things: God

in 1966, government in 1989, and Freud in 1993–some might have answered “yes,” a few

might have said “no,” many probably said, “I hope so.” But given that feminism earned a

spot next to God and Freud, that at least suggests that at one time it mattered, a lot.

According to Lisa Marie Hogeland (1994), however, many women now fear feminism due

to its personal consequences (e.g., scaring off men), and they “just want to be left alone”

(p. 20), not having to ask the tough, uncomfortable questions. She conceded,

Women have real reasons to fear feminism, and we do young women no service if
we suggest to them that feminism itself is safe. It is not. To stand opposed to your
culture, to be critical of institutions, behaviors, discourses—when it is so clearly
not in your immediate interest to do so—asks a lot of a young person, of any
person. (p. 21, italics orig.)

Yet, if we agree that feminism still matters, we have to ask questions, starting with: What

happened to it, and why? 

I argued in the Introduction that popular culture is where and what feminism is

today, in terms of a feminist practice for some or the means through which feminism is

increasingly understood. In accordance with the latter, I have presented three case studies

which individually show how the issues of reproduction, rape, and pornography have been

represented and negotiated in and through the reception of controversial films. When seen

as a series, then, we can better understand how and why, first, radical feminism’s bold

denouncements of reproduction, marriage, and motherhood failed to account for many

women’s circumstances and values. The reception of Rosemary’s Baby, released just prior

to the resurgent women’s movement receiving national attention, reveals why feminism

soon would divide, offend, and alienate people on these issues. As my analysis suggested,

abortion was still a taboo topic in 1968, but the emphasis that reviewers placed upon the
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film’s religious themes and Rosemary’s pregnancy conveyed the ambivalent attitudes

about reproduction and women’s roles that characterized the late-1960s. While the

opening was there for feminists to contribute to significant social change, which did

happen when the Supreme Court decided Roe v. Wade in 1973, there were many who

didn’t want change, at least not as much as feminists wanted, which can also be seen

when, right after Roe v. Wade, the anti-abortion movement emerged, as well as cultural

feminism’s embrace of maternity. 

Hoping to unite a fragmented movement, radical feminists then to turned to the

issue of rape, upon which seemingly all women could agree. The reception of I Spit on

Your Grave, released after a decade of feminist activism, however, reveals that while some

feminist ideas had permeated public discourse, others–the most threatening ones–had been

contained, as had the anti-rape movement itself. While feminists had been largely

successful in redefining rape as an act of violence and debunking other myths about rape,

their claims about the ordinariness of rape and their discourse about revenge were lost on

Roger Ebert and Gene Siskel, who persisted to see rape as an abnormal act and women as

victims in need of protection. I designed this project with the intention of seeing the

movement within the women’s movement; that is to say, to emphasize how and why

second-wave feminists moved from one issue to another in order to see why the

movement ultimately stopped. We see that in the reception of Snuff, which, in the long-

term, became the anti-pornography movement itself. Contending with both an external

backlash and internal disputes, some feminists saw pornography as the issue which could

resolve both. Instead, it exacerbated both, with anti-pornography feminists not only siding

with conservatives on the pornography issue but also espousing traditional notions about

men’s and women’s inherent attributes and roles, and because of that, other feminists

publicly disavowed them, leading to further fragmentation within the movement and, in the

end, a stalemate.

Therefore, we also have to ask about the effects of this fragmentation and

paralysis. Because of the lack of a visible feminist movement today, films (and other media



337

texts) which may deal with lingering feminist concerns rarely spark the controversies they

once did, even as recently as the 1990s (e.g., Thelma & Louise). Meaning, many people

who talk about films in the mainstream press no longer seem to recognize or care to

negotiate feminist issues. This, then, leads to more questions: Is there still a feminist voice

today? And if there is, what are its issues? As to the first, I think there is, but its heard

primarily in scholarly circles, and there it is far from singular, which relates to the second

question. The primary feminist issue now is what’s wrong with feminism.1

Difference vs. Unity

For over two decades one theoretical feminist move has been to focus on and

emphasize ‘differences’–not so much the differences between men and women, but those

among women themselves, primarily in terms of race, class, nationality, and sexuality. In

scholarly feminism, which is highly theoretical and often philosophical, this move has been

accompanied by a critique of the exclusivity and essentialism of earlier feminisms,

including nineteenth-century first-wave feminism and, especially, 1960s and ‘70s second-

wave feminism. Many argue that feminism has always been dominated by a bevy of white,

middle-to-upper-class, college-educated, heterosexual, Western women who professed to

be speaking for all women’s needs but who were really only addressing their own

concerns. 

A number of Black feminist scholars, for instance, have argued that the women’s

movement of the 1960s and ‘70s treated black women like either black men or white

women, thereby ignoring, in Deborah King’s (1988) words, the “distinctive context for

black womanhood” (p. 42). King explains that part of this “context” included black

women’s uneasy relations with both black men and white women. Although the civil rights

and women’s movements focused on eliminating oppression, their goals were often

mutually exclusive for those who shared concerns with both movements–women of color.

While white feminists claimed that men oppressed women, civil rights leaders argued that

white people oppressed people of color. Women of color were, therefore, often forced to

choose between their race and their gender. Similarly, bell hooks (1984) claims that when
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the privileged woman’s movement presumed that all women had the same needs and

choices, it masked the extent to which this presumption promoted its own self-interests.

The movement’s quest for ‘universal’ liberation thus enabled it to ignore that race and

class influence women’s needs and that many women don’t have the same choices.

Characterizing it as being full of “housewives bored with leisure,” hooks alleges that the

women’s movement was a “case study of narcissism, insensitivity, sentimentality, and self-

indulgence” (p. 3). In 1981, hooks declared, “A feminist ideology that mouths radical

rhetoric about resistance and revolution while actively seeking to establish itself within the

capitalist patriarchal system is essentially corrupt” (p. 191). According to hooks, those in

the second-wave women’s movement were, therefore, more accurately discriminated

against by white men rather than oppressed. 

Consequently, there apparently can no longer be a category or class called

‘women’ because the particular material conditions of each woman’s life should preclude

such essentialism. Despite the critique of exclusivity and essentialism, King (1988)

explains that women of color are not inherently opposed to “feminism,” just to the singular

focus on gender. She proposes that gender, race, class, and sexuality are neither distinct

nor additive elements of oppression, but rather multiplicative ones and, thus, “dependent

on the sociohistorical context and the social phenomenon under consideration” (p. 49).

Espousing historical materialism, standpoint epistemologies, and identity politics, the

move for Black feminists such as King, Patricia Hill Collins (1991) and those in the

Combahee River Collective (1978/1983) has increasingly been to acknowledge women’s

cultural and material differences in order to avoid myopic, self-centered, and universalizing

theories of gender oppression. They and other feminists of color (e.g., hooks, 1981, 1984;

Mohanty, 1991; Moraga, 1983/1994) therefore advocate a feminism informed by a

materialist approach such as Rosemary Hennessy’s (1993) so that it may address gender in

terms of how it interacts with capitalism, racism, and heteronormativism. According to

Hennessy, patriarchal ideologies and the political economy of capitalism operate together

and, thus, reproduce one another. In other words, the structural division of labor across



339

gendered and racial lines is both a product and a technique of the mutually-reinforcing

systems of patriarchy and capitalism. Therefore, according to this approach, feminists

should engage the interactions between capitalism and patriarchy by examining their

material effects within particular historical contexts. In this way, feminists might better

understand how and why women are differently situated within an “ensemble of social

relations” (p. 22).

Because this approach is intended to produce a ‘feminist’ way of knowing and

theorizing, the next question often concerns its political goals and potential. Utilizing the

concepts of Louis Althusser and Antonio Gramsci, Hennessy maintains that no ideological

structure–no matter how dominant it may appear–exists without opposition; there are

always possibilities for counter-hegemonic critiques. So, through a historical analysis of

the deep political, economic, and ideological structures which sustain the hegemonic

discourses, a feminist can “read” the gaps in the system. Then, by re-articulating the

relationships between the various structural forces of oppression, she can “write” a

counterhegemonic narrative. As Hennessy puts it, this requires a “sweeping re-

arrangement of the social imaginary and the political and economic structures it supports”

(p. 30). Most, if not all, feminist theories engage in some form of re-articulation and re-

organization in order to challenge the institutions which oppress women. Yet, according

to materialist feminists, those theories which primarily address gender and advance that all

women are oppressed by patriarchy in similar ways cannot generate counterhegemonic

narratives which challenge the systemic nature of multiple oppressive forces. In short,

there has been an increasing call to recognize differences among women and to understand

that these differences approximate different historically-dependent material conditions.

Yet another theoretical feminist move, however, proposes that there can no longer

be a category/class called ‘woman’ either. Judith Butler (1990), for instance, claimed that

genders are discursive constructs and thus arbitrary, fluid, and performed. Although

insightful and invaluable for generating a less essentialist and more inclusive feminist

epistemology, many feminist scholars have recognized that the need to acknowledge
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women’s material differences and the fluidity of gender performances produces a

paralyzing, pragmatic dilemma for a feminist politics: If there is no universal “woman,”

then is there no “women”? If we must attend to each woman’s particularities, then how

can we speak of women as a collectively oppressed group? If there can be no universal

woman or women, then how can any feminism address the oppressions of more than just

its adherents? If each woman possesses her own unique standpoint based upon her

particular material and cultural position, then can we only speak for ourselves? How can

there even be a feminist politics? In many ways, the need to identify differences among

women has placed each woman into her own little corner from where she must rely upon

her individual political agency. And whether one can speak for or about other women

because women share some feature or experience, or whether one can only speak for

herself because each woman’s experiences are different, is a decision confounding many

feminists today. 

The Middle Ground

Linda Alcoff (1988) suggests that nominalist and relativistic theories of gender are

as “deleterious” to feminism as cultural feminism’s essentialist ones: “If gender is simply a

social construct, the need and even the possibility of a feminist politics becomes

immediately problematic. . . . How can we speak out against sexism as detrimental to the

interests of women if the category is a fiction?” (p. 420). Alcoff (1991-92) later argues

that the deliberate attempts to respect women’s differences has also produced a retreatist

dilemma, in which the white/Anglo, middle-class feminist now asks if addressing women’s

differences also means “abandoning my political responsibility to speak out against

oppression, a responsibility incurred by the very fact of my privilege?” (p. 8). Similarly,

Iris Young (1994) asserts, “Without conceptualizing women as a group in some sense, it is

not possible to conceptualize oppression as a systemic, structured, institutional process”

(p. 718); “Feminist politics evaporates, that is, without some conception of women as a

social collective” (p. 719; cf. Kinser, 2004; Showden, 2009). She then acknowledges that

a universalized view of women obscures differences, but that too much of a focus on
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individual women’s differences obscures the systemic nature of oppression and can

eventually lead to blaming each woman for her own experience of oppression.

Struggling, then, on the one hand, to theorize women’s sexual difference from men

without resorting to a biological essentialization of women and, on the other hand, to

acknowledge the material differences among women without resorting to a complete

relativism, nominalism, and humanistic notion of individual agency, a number of feminist

scholars have proposed a variety of ‘middle-ground’ theories for a feminist politics. One

correlative of this middle-ground theorizing has involved the move towards ‘embodiment.’

The female body–what many second-wave feminists claimed was the site of women’s

collective oppression because that was the one thing all women had in common–has

become less of a passive and stationary biological entity than an active and mobile

‘subjective assemblage.’ Influenced by phenomenology and poststructuralism, a woman’s

body is now theorized as an intersection of multiple, often conflicting, material and

discursive forces; a woman’s body is a ‘lived experience’ of her being both a woman (like

other women) and a particular woman (unlike other women).  2

Other similar theories searching for that epistemological middle-ground between

essentialism and nominalism envision a kind of ‘unity in difference.’ For example, Alcoff

(1988) argues that, because genders are neither completely predetermined nor completely

fluid and arbitrary, “feminism needs to transcend the dilemma by developing a third

course, an alternative theory of the subject that avoids both essentialism and nominalism”

(p. 421). To this end, she offers the concept of “positionality” to explain gendered

subjectivity “as an emergent property of a historicized experience” (p. 431). Positionality

conceives of subjectivity as neither pre-determined by internal biological or psychological

features nor over-determined by external social discourses. Rather, subjectivity emerges

from our experiences (how we live) relative to the external material structures in which we

live. Therefore, Alcoff’s theory of positionality suggests that the individual subject retains

some agency to maneuver and challenge the structures which have positioned her

subjectivity in the first place. In other words, external conditions may position and
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constrain us as subjects within a social, political, economic, ideological, etc. system, but

they do not determine who we are or what we do.

Alcoff also adds the Combahee River Collective’s (1978/1983) strategy of identity

politics to the theory of positionality, claiming, “The idea here is that one’s identity is

taken (and defined) as a political point of departure, as a motivation for action, and as a

delineation of one’s politics” (pp. 431-432). Because an essential identity of “woman”

does not preexist a subject’s positioning, a woman can, therefore, define herself as a

woman based upon her emergent experiences. And since other women may be similarly

positioned and thus share similar experiences, women may collectively define themselves

as women based upon those shared experiences. Alcoff concludes, 

If we combine the concept of identity politics with a conception of the subject as
positionality, we can conceive of the subject as nonessentialized and emergent
from a historical experience and yet retain our political ability to take gender as an
important point of departure. Thus we can say at once and the same time that
gender is not natural, biological, universal, ahistorical, or essential and yet still
claim that gender is relevant because we are taking gender as a position from
which to act politically. (p. 433)

Alcoff further explains that a positional understanding of ‘woman’ refers, not to any

essential characteristics she inherently shares with other women, but to the external

conditions in which that woman is positioned. So, according to Alcoff, combining

positionality with identity politics overcomes the limitations of both essentialism and

nominalism: It recognizes the importance of external structures which cultural feminism’s

essentialism does not, and it accounts for the individual’s ability to maneuver within these

external structures which poststructuralist feminism does not.

Like Alcoff (1988), Chandra Mohanty (1991) urges feminists to undertake

“historical, material analys[e]s” in order to recognize on what common grounds women

may create “imagined communities.” As in identity politics, the community is imagined

because it is intentionally created rather than born out of any inherently shared female

identity. The imagined community, therefore, emerges out of its members’ deliberate,

political choice to define a common context of struggle. Furthermore, because women’s
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experiences and material conditions differ, Mohanty explains that the boundaries of an

imagined community are necessarily fluid and re-definable. She concludes, “Thus,

potentially, women of all colors (including white women) can align themselves with and

participate in these imagined communities” (p. 4). So, despite women’s differences,

Mohanty envisions a ‘unity in difference’ within “imagined communities of women with

divergent histories and social locations, woven together by the political threads of

opposition to forms of domination” (p. 4, italics orig.). Echoing tenets of positionality and

identity politics, Mohanty further suggests, 

[I]t is possible to retain the idea of multiple, fluid structures of domination which
intersect to locate women differently at particular historical conjuctures, while at
the same time insisting on the dynamic oppositional agency of individuals and
collectives and their engagement in “daily life.” (p. 13, italics added) 

Therefore, like Alcoff (1988), Mohanty tries to resist both essentialism and nominalism by

asserting that external conditions position women (and do so differently), but that women

possess an agency which enables them to share their “common differences” for political

ends.

Young’s (1994) concept of “seriality” also appears to share several of these ideas.

Earlier, Young (1990) criticized the idealism of community, claiming that community is an

understandable dream, but politically problematic. The idea(l) of shared subjectivity,

according to Young, denies difference by assuming that communities exist a priori and,

therefore, that they result from some innately shared characteristic or behavior. She then

contended that if we consider individuals’ disparate material conditions, we recognize

instead the need for a “politics of difference.” Using a metaphor of ‘the city,’ Young

stated that “politics must be conceived as a relationship of strangers who do not

understand one another in a subjective and immediate sense, relating across time and

distance” (p. 317). In this ‘city’ (a metaphor for how we interact with others on a daily

basis), we are anonymous and isolated individuals, yet we all traverse a similar terrain of

social structures. 

Developing this theory in greater detail, Young (1994) later claims that prior to the
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conscious act of forming political groups or communities, these isolated individuals can

still be unified within a series. Young applies Sartre’s notion of serial collectivity and

proposes that women can be conceived of as a series–a collection of isolated individuals

“unified passively” by their potential actions relative to “practico-inert” objects, which are

themselves rule-bound by larger social structures (pp. 727-728). The concept of seriality

suggests that individuals are connected by their having to negotiate similar external

conditions and constraints, but it neither predicts how individuals will negotiate these

constraints nor assumes that individuals are inherently unified by anything deeper (i.e.,

internal) than these external conditions and constraints. Membership in a series therefore

presumes, not who we are (i.e., our identities), but rather what we can or might do as

similarly positioned subjects within certain structural limits. Young explains that the

passive “unity of the series derives from the way that individuals pursue their own

individual ends with respect to the same objects conditioned by a continuous material

environment” (p. 724). But, because individuals’ experiences with those ‘practico-inert’

objects around which they orient their actions fluctuate and change from moment to

moment, from person to person, the boundaries of the series are shifting and fluid.

To borrow one of Young’s (1994) examples, women can comprise a series

because of their similarly gendered position relative to their bodies. She explains that

bodies, cosmetics, clothing, pronouns, and so on are all ‘practico-inert’ objects which

position an individual’s gender relative to them. For instance, when a woman menstruates,

she is positioned relative to her body similarly to how other menstruating women are

positioned relative to their bodies. The gendering effect of this positioning occurs because

menstruation and the female body are themselves rule-based objects positioned by larger

structures of heteronormativity and the sexual division of labor. These larger structures,

therefore, constrain women’s potential responses to menstruation. However, different

women will inevitably negotiate these constraints differently based upon their particular

material conditions. Young summarizes the seriality of women as follows: “Saying that a

person is a woman may predict something about the general constraints and expectations
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she must deal with. But it predicts nothing in particular about who she is, what she does,

how she takes up her social positioning” (p. 733).

Although her concept of seriality is similar to Alcoff’s (1988) positionality, Young

(1994) parts ways with Alcoff and others on the issue of identity politics. Young criticizes

identity politics because it necessarily privileges certain aspects of identity over others and,

as a result, “seem to  make feminist politics arbitrary” (p. 722). I tend to agree with Young

on this point. For example, Black feminists such as Patricia Hill Collins (1991), Deborah

King, and those in the Combahee River Collective (CRC) have argued that African-

American women have a “distinctive standpoint” which cannot adequately be conveyed

through analyses of gender alone. So far, so good. However, when Collins asserts that a

“unique Black feminist standpoint” is necessary, and when the CRC argued that

marginalized women need to reclaim their own distinct identities, that standpoint and its

correlative identity seem to slip into another exclusive, universalizing, essentialist trap,

albeit on a smaller scale. Collins writes, 

All African-American women share the common experience of being Black women
in a society that denigrates women of African descent. . . . 

In spite of differences created by historical era, age, social class, sexual
orientation, or ethnicity, the legacy of struggle against racism and sexism is a
common thread binding African-American women (p. 22).

If we removed the words “African-American,” “Black,” and “racism,” Collins statement

would not be dissimilar to many of the white second-wave feminist statements about all

women that Black feminists criticize. Granted, the political point is to keep those words in

Collins’ statement. Yet, there is no limit to how many more terms one could add. If

elements of identity such as age, class, sexuality, martial status, occupation, geographical

locale, etc. were added, then the ability to describe a Black feminist standpoint and an

African-American women’s identity disappears. As Young (1994) explains, selecting

among the elements of identity produces an arbitrary politics. In addition, if all possible

elements of identity were included, then identity politics could only describe oppression on

an individual basis. Finally, although part of the feminist of color materialist tradition,

identity politics appears to de-materialize women of color’s historical experiences and,
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therefore, presume both an a priori identity and the effects of possessing that identity.

Young (1994) therefore offers the concept of seriality to help feminists talk about

women as a collectivity prior to the deliberate formation of political groups in order to

understand how and why those political groups form. Young differentiates a series from a

group by defining the latter as a “collection of persons who recognize themselves and one

another as in a unified relation with one another” (p. 723). In other words, members of a

group self-consciously and mutually acknowledge their “actively shared objectives” (p.

724). In contrast, the series precedes the group and is comprised, not of members who

actively recognize others as being like themselves, but of anonymous, isolated strangers

who passively recognize how they differ from others. So, each individual is isolated in the

series, but s/he is unified with other isolated individuals by their shared isolation (i.e.,

“individuals are isolated but not alone” [p. 725]). The relationship between members of

the series is, therefore, not the result of a concerted effort to produce that relationship, but

the passive effect of similarly situated individuals all relating to concrete and external

practico-inert objects and social structures. How they relate to these structures will differ

depending upon each individual’s material needs and wants; what’s important is that they

do relate in some way to the same structures.

Consequently, the unity-in-difference theories encourage feminists to accept both

the risk and the responsibility of seeing one’s Self as an Other in order to form

communities of women while recognizing the differences between women. Alcoff (1991-

92), for instance, claims that much contemporary feminist work has been loaded with

disclaimers regarding the author’s inability to speak for others. Although, as she explains,

these disclaimers are usually motivated by a sincere “desire to recognize difference,” the

dilemma around speaking for others cannot be solved by retreating from it all together (p.

17). In fact, Alcoff argues that when a privileged woman takes this approach, it further

distances her from those whom she does not want to distance or offend. More specifically,

it forces the (Other) reader to continually see herself as the Other. Alcoff concludes that

first we must re-conceptualize our understanding of discourse; it is not a one-way
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communication of information, knowledge, or truth; rather, it is an event which involves

the author, the reader, and the content, and conveys the relationships among them. Alcoff

further declares that the author (particularly the privileged one) must recognize her own

Otherness in the eyes of the (Other) reader. In doing so, the author is then obliged to

acknowledge the effects of her discourse on those for whom she is speaking. This, of

course, entails the willingness to risk one’s Self on behalf of the Other.

María Lugones (1987) and Cherríe Moraga (1994) convey, however, that the pain

and unease associated with risking one’s Self has usually not been an option for women

forced to see their Selves as Others in a dominant culture. According to Lugones,

‘traveling’ from one ‘world’ to another, as many women of color have to do, produces

different selves and different identities. Moraga explains that part of the pain associated

with ‘traveling’ involves this crisis of multiple identities; she describes this crisis as the

recognition that no identity is inherent or authentic and, therefore, every Self is really an

Other. ‘Traveling’ between ‘worlds,’ the ‘traveler’ often discovers that she is at home in

neither world. Moraga (1994) then posits that the notion of an ‘identity crisis’ is based

upon the assumption that we are supposed to possess a singular, unified identity or Self. 

However, Moraga and Lugones suggest that an identity crisis for feminists may

not only be more realistic but necessary. Lugones declares that privileged white/Anglo

feminists must take the risk of being wrong and being uncertain if they are to ever hope for

a community of women. By ‘traveling’ to the Other’s world, the privileged feminist can

then know “what it is to be ourselves in their eyes” (p. 17). Similarly, Lugones and

Elizabeth Spelman (1983) argue that if privileged women insist on constructing Others in

their own image, then they should realize that those Others do the same thing to them. For

Chela Sandoval (1991) and Gloria Anzaldúa (1987), the nature of ‘traveling’ requires one

to negotiate multiple identities and Selves/Others while simultaneously holding onto the

possibility of a collection of women. While a difficult one, the task for feminists is not to

retreat from the difficulty of speaking for/about other women’s situations, but for each

feminist to locate herself within and among her own situation. Lugones and Spelman claim
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that no woman has an obligation to understand an Other, but each woman does have an

obligation to understand herself. And to do so, each woman must choose to do so, a point

that I’ll return to near the end of this chapter.

Such theories and their accompanying critique of exclusivity and essentialism have

been made mostly by and for scholarly feminists, many of whom are housed in philosophy

departments. Yet, I believe they have done so with an honest desire to see their work

effect ‘real’ (non-theoretical) political change beyond the academic sphere; that is, I

presume, why many of us in the academy who call ourselves ‘feminists’ are here. But

while much feminist thought in the academy is both profound and sincere, its impossible

philosophical conundrum of differences (between women, and between men and women)

versus unity (among women) and consequent middle-ground theorizing is not mobilizing,

in a clearly identifiable way, much mainstream political activity. 

‘New’ Feminism

What we have seen in the mainstream since the 1990s, however, are even more,

sometimes scatching, criticisms of second-wave feminism leveled by self-proclaimed

feminists, as well as the subsequent proliferation of speculations about both these

criticisms and these feminists. A decade ago, many proposed that a new, mostly twenty-

something, third wave of feminism had emerged. ‘Spoiled brats’ to some, enlightened

young women to others, most agreed that this new wave of feminism differed, for better

or worse, from its second-wave ancestor. For example, not only did the scholarly journal

Hypatia devote an entire issue to exploring “Third Wave Feminisms” in the Summer of

1997 (vol. 12, no. 3) but, in addition to Time’s 1998 cover-story, Newsweek (Crichton,

1993), The New York Times (Kaminer, 1995), and U. S. News & World Report (Schrof,

1993) each pondered what this ‘new’ wave was all about. Tellingly, the same attempts are

still being made, and the same observations are being made (see Showden, 2009; Snyder,

2008; Snyder-Hall, 2010).

In the years since Susan Faludi’s Backlash (1991) further exposed (in second-

wave-feminist fashion) the structural nature of women’s oppression, several new but
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related feminisms have emerged. Their joint mission: Reclaim feminism to better address

the needs of young women today. Some of these young women have attempted to explain,

in highly-praised books marketed to popular audiences, why most young women today

emphatically reject the label ‘feminist’ while still supporting traditionally feminist causes

such as reproductive freedom, rape prevention, and equality in the workplace. The reason

for this rejection–according to Rene Denfeld’s The New Victorians (1995), Elizabeth Fox-

Genovese’s “Feminism Is Not The Story of My Life” (1996), Katie Roiphe’s The

Morning After (1993), Christina Hoff Sommers’ Who Stole Feminism? (1995), and

Naomi Wolf’s Fire With Fire (1994)–is second-wave feminism itself. 

In her scholarly review of Roiphe’s, Sommers’, and Wolf’s books, Julia Wood

(1996) claims that these three authors “first position themselves as feminists, thereby

assuming insider authority to speak about feminism” (p. 180). Although these authors

denounce second-wave feminism for turning women into victims and taking the ‘fun’ out

of ‘normal’ male-female sexual relations (their claim, not mine), they adamantly point out

that only certain kinds of second-wave feminism produced these negative effects. For

example, Wolf differentiates “power” and “victim” feminism; Sommers, “equity” and

“gender” feminism; and Denfeld distinguishes ‘older’ feminists such as Gloria Steinem,

Germaine Greer, and Betty Friedan (whose eventual ostracization from the National

Organization for Women Denfeld laments) from “extremists” and “so-called radicals” such

as Faludi, Robin Morgan, Catharine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, Mary Daly, Adrienne

Rich, and Carol Gilligan, all of whom I argued are, more accurately, cultural feminists. But

according to Wolf, Sommers, and Denfeld, the second kind of feminism in their binaries

(the “victim,” “gender,” and “so-called radicals”) initiated the puritanical gender war

which has left women dis-empowered and wallowing in their victimization at the hands of

a violent, patriarchal society. They believe, however, that the other kind of feminism (the

“power,” “equity,” and liberal Betty Friedan-esque version) encourages women to

empower themselves and celebrates individual responsibility. As Wood puts it, “Sommers,

Roiphe, and Wolfe [sic] seem to suggest that a woman is a victim . . . only if she chooses
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to be” (p. 172, italics added).  3

Somewhere between scholarly feminists’ middle-ground philosophizing of

subjectivity and these popular-press feminists’ liberal ‘insider’ suppression of thoughtful

dialogue lie still more self-proclaimed feminists and, unsurprisingly, still more criticisms of

feminism. In Third Wave Agenda (1997), Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake claim that

Denfeld, Roiphe, Sommers, and Wolf are “postfeminists,” while “third-wave” feminism is

“defined by the challenge that women-of-color feminists posed to white second wave

feminism” (p. 1).  Heywood and Drake, therefore, do not perceive the second and third4

waves of feminism as necessarily incompatible and argue that the third wave is taking what

it learned from second-wave feminism (e.g., the critiques of beauty culture and male

dominance, etc.) and integrating it with “black feminism, women-of-color feminism,

working-class feminism, pro-sex feminism, and so on” (p. 3). Similar to scholarly

feminists’ critique of exclusivity and essentialism, Heywood and Drake thus conclude that

third-wave feminism is dedicated to the “inclusion of persons of various genders,

sexualities, nationalities, and classes” (p. 8). 

Third-wave feminists proclaim that their second-wave predecessors marginalized

women of color and working-class women. Therefore, third-wave feminism is not only

concerned with ‘women’s’ issues (e.g., reproduction, rape, job discrimination) but with

how other material concerns such as racism and poverty intersect with those issues.

Acknowledging the influence of third-world feminism (e.g., Mohanty, Russo, & Torres,

1991), third-wave feminists conclude that their feminist predecessors largely ignored

issues such as illiteracy, mortality rates, nutrition, overpopulation, and education due to

their ethnocentricism and overly-Western mentality. In response, third-wave feminists see

themselves as having a more “holistic” and “all-encompassing way of life.” For example,

illustrating their debt to the standpoint theories of Black feminists such as the Combahee

River Collective (1978/1983), Patricia Hill Collins (1991), and Audre Lorde (1984), the

autobiographical essays in the popular-press, third-wave anthology Listen Up: Voices

from the Next Feminist Generation (Findlen, 1995) demonstrate the third wave’s attention
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to every individual’s multiple identities. Speaking as a black woman, or as a lesbian, or as

a poor woman has become increasingly important in theorizing, what Heywood and Drake

claim are, the “multiple, constantly shifting bases of oppression in relation to the multiple,

interpenetrating axes of identity, and the creation of coalition politics” (p. 3). They cite,

for example, the mission statement of a third-wave feminist organization, aptly called the

Third Wave:

Third Wave is a member-driven multiracial, multicultural, multisexuality national
non-profit organization devoted to feminist and youth activism for change. Our
goal is to harness the energy of young women and men by creating a community in
which members can network, strategize, and ultimately, take action. By using our
experiences as a starting point, we can create a diverse community and cultivate a
meaningful response. (p. 7)

Similarly, Joannie Schrof (1993) characterizes third-wave feminists as “avowed

integrationists,” committed to eradicating “the image of feminism as a rich white woman’s

club” (p. 70).

Because New Feminists claim to have identified the problems with second-wave

feminism, some believe that this younger generation of self-proclaimed feminists is more

self-aware of feminism’s history and its place, or lack thereof, in their lives. According to

Cathryn Bailey (1997), “Clearly, many of these young writers convey the sense that the

feminism of their mothers’ generation is naive, obsolete, or otherwise somehow lacking in

relevance to their lives.” For example, Rebecca Walker (1995), like many of her

contemporaries, desperately wants out from under the dogma of, literally, her mother’s

brand of feminism. Walker, daughter of Alice Walker and goddaughter of Gloria Steinem,

expresses the feelings of guilt and restriction that her mother’s brand of feminism has

generated within her. Walker says that growing up amidst the teachings of second-wave

feminism, she felt that she couldn’t spend time with people if they exhibited ‘un-feminist’

behavior and still be considered a good feminist herself. She writes, “My existence was an

ongoing state of saying no to many elements of the universe, and picking and choosing to

allow only what I thought should belong” (p. xxx). Walker thus concludes that second-

wave feminists created an unrealistic and unattainable ‘feminist identity’ which, unless
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challenged, will continue to “dictate and regulate our lives, instantaneously pitting us

against someone, forcing us to choose inflexible and unchanging sides” (p. xxxiii).

Therefore, Walker and her peers advocate a feminist logic of “and” instead of “either/or.”

In addition, most of the essays in Listen Up: Voices from the Next Feminist Generation

(Findlen, 1995) contend that the world is a very different place today than it was in the

1960s and ‘70s. And while Rene Denfeld condemns second-wave feminists for behaving

too much like the puritanical and elitist first-wave feminists during their temperance and

anti-prostitution campaigns of the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, Christina Hoff

Sommers and Naomi Wolf assert that the liberalism of first-wave feminism is precisely

where feminism needs to return (thereby ignoring the fact that first-wave feminism turned

into a single-issue campaign for women’s suffrage which, of course, was achieved over

eighty years ago). This suggests that whether they are trying to write themselves into or

out of the history of feminism the New Feminists define themselves in terms of how they

differ–ideologically, materially, and generationally–from feminists who came before them.

In other words, feminism’s ongoing perception of and relationship to itself happens in and

through history. By defining itself as different from the past, the New Feminism has, at the

same time, made this past essential to the present and, therefore, vital to its own existence.

But according to Ginia Bellafante (1998), it may be more accurate to characterize

today’s young feminists as “frivolous,” “silly,” “ludicrous,” “narcissistic,” “pseudo-

feminists.” In part of Time’s “Is feminism dead?” cover story, Bellafante contends that

many of the self-proclaimed young feminists of today do little more than take advantage of

second-wave feminism’s hard-fought victories. Now enfranchised to have and do anything

they want, these young women and their ‘grrrl power’ are, indeed, having and doing

anything they want–including some of the very things second-wave feminists criticized,

such as embracing the self-obsessions of beauty, celebrity, and popular culture. Perhaps

confirming Bellafante’s point, Heywood and Drake, for instance, suggest that by growing

up in a media-saturated society, third-wave feminists are able to embrace second-wave

feminism’s unequivocal critique of patriarchal popular culture while, simultaneously,
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negotiating the pleasurable aspects of that culture. The authors regard Courtney Love

(former stripper and widow of rock star Kurt Cobaine who herself became a rock star) as

“one public figure who demonstrates some of the contradictions that third wave feminism

brings together”:

Glamorous and grunge, girl and boy, mothering and selfish, put together and taken
apart, beautiful and ugly, strong and weak, responsible and rebellious, Love
bridges the irreconcilability of individuality and femininity within dominant culture,
combining the cultural critique of an earlier generation of feminists with the
backlash against it by the next generation of women, legacies of Reagan
Republicanism who are busy reclaiming the province of beauty for female power in
ways that can only fail because they have been critiqued so thoroughly. . . . For
better and for worse, she may be our Gloria Steinem, in that she is a highly visible
lightning rod for third wave issues. (pp. 4-5, italics added)

As Catherine Orr (1997) contends, third-wave feminists’ immersion in ‘postmodernism’

has strongly influenced their “navigating [of] feminism’s contradictions” and their desire to

dismantle the ‘master narrative of patriarchy’ written by second-wave feminists. In other

words, in part due to the proliferation of postmodern discourses, third-wave feminists are

trying to interrogate their own historical development of their own privileged positions

within that history in order to ultimately dismantle those privileges. 

For Bellafante (1998), however, the “[f]ashion spectacle, paparazzi-jammed galas,

[and] mindless sex talk” (p. 56) associated with such celebrity-focused feminism (e.g., The

Vagina Monologues) and “a popular culture insistent on offering images of grown single

women as frazzled, self-absorbed girls” ( p. 58) (e.g., characters Ally McBeal and Bridget

Jones) show just how much “the flightiness of contemporary feminism is a problem” (p.

57). Bellafonte concludes, “It’s not surprising that Old Guard feminists, surveying their

legacy, are dismayed by what they see”; in the words of Susan Brownmiller, author of

Against Our Will (1975/1981), “‘These are not movement people. I don’t know whom

they’re speaking for. They seem to be making individual bids for stardom’” (p. 60). 

Feminism, then, seems to be everywhere, yet nowhere. We have scholarly feminists

and third-wave feminists (some of whom may be the same) criticizing second-wave

feminism’s exclusivity and essentialism. But then we have other scholarly feminists (e.g.,
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Alcoff, 1988; Young, 1994) who recognize that too much anti-essentialism will eradicate

feminist politics. We also have popular postfeminists (e.g., Roiphe, Sommers, and Wolf)

scorning some second-wave feminists’ rhetoric of victimization and puritanism while

applauding others’ liberal rhetoric of choice and individualism. But then we have other

feminists (some of whom are scholarly, third-wave feminists, or both) who reprimand the

postfeminists for their own privileged, conservative criticisms (e.g., Wood, 1996; also

hooks, 1994; Pollitt, 1994). Finally, we have second-wave feminists (e.g., Brownmiller)

and their apparent supporters (e.g., Bellafante) responding to those who censure them,

claiming that contemporary feminism is too immersed in popular culture and is,

consequently, too self-absorbed.

Feminism has always had internal debates and critiques. First-wave feminists

debated whether women’s suffrage would best be achieved through state referendums or

through federal intervention and, as I detailed in Chapters 2 and 3, second-wave feminism

collapsed due in part to its incessant infighting. In many ways, then, feminism has been

defined by its internal debates and critiques. But there is something different about the

debates within feminism today. Whereas earlier feminists, despite their differences, were

devoted to a common cause of ending women’s oppression, many feminist arguments

today are more internally directed and motivated (at times even self-serving) and are, in

effect, subordinating feminism’s anti-masculinist agenda to internal disputes over purpose

and strategy. In response to Roiphe’s (1993) book criticizing the anti-rape movement, bell

hooks (1994) similarly observes,

While it is useful for everyone to critique excesses in feminist movement, as well as
mistakes and bad strategies, it is important for the future of feminism that those
critiques reflect a genuine will to advance feminist politics. Like Roiphe, I wrote a
very provocative feminist book when I was young. And I know firsthand how
important it is for young feminist thinkers to be courageous in their thinking and
action, to claim the right and power to speak their minds. At the same time, it is
equally important that those who advocate feminism, young and old, female and
male, continually search our hearts and minds to be clear that our interests are not
motivated by opportunistic concerns or articulated in shallow ways that mirror and
perpetuate antifeminist sentiment. Although my books rigorously critique and
interrogate aspects of feminist thoughts, they also insist on the primacy of a fierce
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feminist commitment to ending sexism and sexist oppression. (p. 108, italics
added)

In effect, by subordinating the critique of patriarchy to the critique of feminism

itself, New Feminism has enabled patriarchy to become all but invisible, even in feminism.

So, in addition to the paralyzing difference-versus-unity dilemma faced by today’s

feminists, acknowledging that women still face varying effects of oppression produces

another dilemma for feminists: How can feminists claim that women are still oppressed

without implying that the feminists who came before them failed? Or, how can they

acknowledge the need for more change without appearing ungrateful? My answer to both

dilemmas is that, first, feminists need to make choices, without which discussions of

identity, representation, and collective action will likely remain mired in the ideological

paralysis and diminished social and political impact of the current impasse; and, second,

feminists need to choose history.

Choices: For Feminism, For History

Over and over again, the issue, the dilemma of ‘choice’ enters into discussions of

identity politics, collective action, and representation. In feminism’s diminished state, two

common themes, or remedies, have appeared. The first involves an emphasis on

recognizing the historical specificity of constraining material conditions and how these

conditions produce unique subjectivities. If this theme addresses the epistemological

dilemma of feminist political theorizing, then the second addresses the desirable effect of

this epistemology, which involves the responsibility of recognizing one’s Self as Other.

For many, this is either the only or the best way to avoid the imperialist tendency to speak

for others while maintaining the ability to address women’s differences. While agreeing

with the principles of both themes, I conclude that proponents of these remedies should

take yet one more reflexive step backward before moving forward. The desire to search

for a ‘middle-ground’ feminist politics which negotiates difference and unity is based upon

more fundamental beliefs concerning the nature of political struggle, individual agency,

and accountability: Does politics have to be public? Can it be personal? Can, or should, it

be both?
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The choice to give something up, whether it’s the stability of our Selves or our

commitment to particular issues, seems the fundamental issue for feminist theory and

feminist politics. I therefore suggest that the question of whether women can ever form a

collective public, group, or community (whatever you want to call it) must be answered by

the choices women are willing to make, the risks they are willing to take, and their

accountability for those choices. Moreover, whether women can organize successfully and

respectfully as collectives depends upon their awareness of the inherent limitations of

collectives themselves. We each may be very different; of course, no two people will or

can ever be exactly alike. Presuming, then, that any collective can ever represent all of its

members’ particularities will inevitably lead to disappointment and further critiques of

exclusivity. By its nature, as a self-consciously formed collective, something must be

recognizably shared by its members; it is precisely the sense that we have something in

common with others which keeps us in the collective in the first place. Thus, when the

focus is on what is shared, that which is not shared is excluded, and necessarily so. But the

focus then turns to differences, the collective as it once existed disappears; either a new

collective needs to form around those differences or the old collective needs to change to

include those differences. In either case, those differences are no longer differences, but

rather the basis for something shared. I don’t see any way around this.

One idea emerging from Iris Young’s concept of seriality may be relevant and

useful here. Her 1994 description of the deliberately-formed political group is remarkably

similar to her 1990 description of the ideal community. Although the ideal community is

often (mis)conceived as naturally-occurring and the political group is consciously formed,

members of both communities and groups see others within the collective as like

themselves. I also suggest that we can put publics back into the discussion at this point.

Communities, groups, and publics all seem to actively rely upon and foster (often to an

idealized extent) a recognizable shared-ness, whether it be in terms of identity, interest,

goal, or experience. In other words, an individual is a member of one of these collectives

because this individual can identify Others in terms of one’s Self. So, that which is not
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shared between members is thus excluded; it’s a nonissue for that collective. Such is the

nature of the consciously-formed collective (community, group, or public) based upon an

active recognition of what all members share–to include something or someone is to

necessarily exclude something or someone else.

The problem, certainly the criticism, however, revolves around who gets to decide

what is shared, yet someone has to decide. Preferably, it will be each member in the

collective. Actually, if individual members do not share what the collective upholds as

being shared, then those individuals are really not part of the collective anyway. The pro-

choice women’s movement and those who were excluded from it offer an accurate

example of the nature of collectives. As in Habermas’ ideal bourgeois public sphere,

women in the pro-choice movement shared certain personal characteristics, material

conditions, and, thus, political/public concerns. I do not, however, believe that the

movement should be faulted for addressing its particular concerns; that, again, is the

nature and purpose of all collectives. So, the problem is not so much with trying to

establish universality, commonalities, or shared concerns, but with the veil that usually

shrouds such attempts. The pro-choice women’s movement did not include all women

and, because of the nature of collectives, it could not include all women. Yet, it claimed to

include all women. That, then, was the ironic flaw with the pro-choice women’s

movement. Its members needed to acknowledge who and what they were and take

responsibility for their privileged particularities rather than trying to cover them with a

universalizing rhetoric of choice for all women. Again, instead of seeing Others as one’s

Self, women who try to form collectives need to see their Selves as Others to Other

women.

A second and related idea emerging from Young’s (1994) notion of seriality

involves the different kinds of recognition which occur in groups and series. As

mentioned, groups (and communities and publics) are made up of individuals who

recognize Others in the group as being similar to or the same as their Selves. In a series,

however, members are not unified based upon an active recognition of what they share
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with others. According to Young, because of everyone’s isolation and anonymity in the

series, series members only know their Selves, and know that they are different from

Others. It is this seeing of one’s Self as an Other among Others that may make seriality a

most fruitful concept for future feminist theory. 

Actually, several Chicana and Latina feminists have already considered the

importance of seeing one’s Self as Other. Alcoff (1991-92), for instance, argues that no

one is ever positioned neutrally among material social structures, no matter how

privileged s/he is; one’s privilege is itself a position. Therefore, she and Young (1994)

both suggest that everyone is implicated within ‘the system’ and we are all “constituted by

multiple intersecting discourses” even if those discourses may differ. It is important to

understand that Young’s “politics of difference” does not denote a thoroughgoing return

to individualism. Instead, it describes the position which we each take in relation to Others

in our daily lives; Others are not only different from us, we are different from them. Alcoff

(1991-92) argues, however, that the increasing fear of ‘speaking for others’ should not

dissuade feminists from doing so. Instead, feminists need to reevaluate how they speak for

others and what their speech means to those others.

Therefore, I do think women can form a collective. Actually, I think anyone can; it

all depends on what women choose to give up, which of their particularities they choose

to ignore. However, I think a more fundamental question is whether women should or

need to form a collective. The numerous attempts to find a middle-ground in which

feminists can share a ‘unity in difference’ suggests that women need to form collectives in

order to be political. However, this is based upon a more essential belief about the nature

of effective political struggle. If one believes that in order to be political, something must

be public, then choices must be made about what particularities should be ignored in order

to create and sustain that public. However, if one believes that the political can also be

personal, then each of us can hold onto all of our particularities and not have to worry

about which ones to give up. It is this ultimate choice about the nature of feminist politics

which first needs to be made in order to find better ways of addressing women’s
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similarities and differences.

But what can feminists do, practically and immediately, to inform their political

choices? Rather than eschewing history as irrelevant to the present and the future, history

may be the hope for feminism. In their histories of the second-wave women’s movement,

Ellen Willis (1984) and Alice Echols (1989) explain the complicated and conflicted

emergence of second-wave feminism. They describe how feminism grew out of the

struggle for civil rights and the New Left. Inspired by theories about oppression,

exploitation, and marginalization, many women in these movements observed, however,

that the men in these movements–no matter how socialist or oppressed themselves–were

just as sexist as the conservative, capitalist men of industry and government. Sensing that

the New Left and its ‘purer’ Marxism were not really designed to help free women from

their oppressive roles as housewives and mothers, women rethought the nature of their

oppression and concluded that it was gender. Frustrated by their marginalization within

the New Left and civil rights movements, and arguing that patriarchy was the primary

source of women’s oppression, many of these new, second-wave feminists abandoned the

Marxist/socialist label and called themselves ‘radical.’ 

Although many introductory feminist theory textbooks distinguish the conceptual

differences between radical, socialist, liberal, and cultural feminism, as my review in

Chapters 2 and 3 indicates, it seems that nearly all of the early second-wave feminists were

probably a little bit of each; the philosophical distinctions arise out of one’s primary focus.

With their socialist leanings, ‘radical’ feminists were naturally skeptical of capitalism, but

argued (probably based upon their own bad experiences) that gendered oppression

preceded both racial and class oppression. So, many radical feminists argued that

gender–as the structural force of oppression–needed to be dismantled. Other feminists,

however, asserted that men and women were too inherently different to ever eradicate

gender categories and, thus, advocated the separation and celebration of women (an

exemplary ‘cultural’ feminist argument). Still others, while agreeing that arbitrarily-

constructed gender categories were oppressive, claimed that men and women were
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basically (i.e., mentally and intellectually) the same and, therefore, that women deserved

access to and equal rights in public institutions (an exemplary ‘liberal’ feminist argument).

Out of this mess of conflicting and conflating ideologies, second-wave feminism emerged.

And once it did, it continued to change, evolve, devolve, and manage itself while being

managed by others. 

The woman’s movement of the 1960s and ‘70s opposed women’s exclusion from

the dominant/masculinist public sphere, challenged the often rigid distinction between

public and private issues/spheres, and demanded equality, freedom, and justice in both.

Yet, in its efforts to eradicate the exclusionary and oppressive practices of the dominant

public sphere, the women’s movement also replicated many of the same exclusionary

practices. Second-wave feminists did positive things; they did questionable things. But

does trying to remedy their mistakes mean abandoning their goals? And in abandoning

their goals, are New Feminists not going to make the same mistakes?

It is difficult to assess whether women are ‘better’ or ‘worse’ off today than they

have been in the past; difficult because, for one, there are just as many people who believe

the former as there are who believe the latter. Some contend that women have never had

more educational, occupational, cultural, reproductive, and sexual choices and

opportunities, while others declare that women now have twice, if not more, occupational

and domestic responsibilities and obligations. But conceiving of or framing women’s lives

as either better or worse also begs the question, better or worse than what? Both the

better and worse contentions may very well be true. It is not my purpose here, however,

to argue whether such observations and allegations are true or false, good or bad. Such

evaluations on my part would be irrelevant considering, good or bad, these are the ways

many people perceive feminism today.

Through history, more histories, perhaps we’ll find that feminism isn’t dead, just

stuck, just misunderstood. Are we in another doldrums? After The Declaration of

Sentiments was presented in 1848, it took seventy-two years for women to gain the right

to vote. Should it be surprising that it may take seventy-two years for women to gain



361

1. Although the “third wave” of feminism has been spoken of for nearly two decades now,
and there are steams of work claiming to be representative of it (see the Introduction), I
limit my review here to the earliest examples of it and the works that have inspired it. I do
so because what is most startling is that after this amount of time, it is still defining itself
without saying many new things and has yet to produce a clearly political agenda (Kinser,
2004; Showden, 2009).

2. See, for example, Rosi Braidotti’s Nomadic Subjects (1994), Judith Butler’s Bodies
That Matter (1993), Moira Gatens’ Imaginary Bodies (1996), and Elizabeth Grosz’s
Volatile Bodies (1994). Although Gatens de-emphasizes the materiality emphasized by the
other three, each conceives of a female subjectivity as embodied (i.e., a woman’s agency is
not abstracted from her body but emerges from it) and, thus, necessarily particular and
situated.

3. Although these best-selling authors abandon the ‘old’ feminist theory textbook labels
such as liberal, radical, socialist, cultural, etc.–which is unsurprising considering that each
of them also decries how the academy has been taken over by ‘victim’ feminism–they look
to support a liberal feminist philosophy, with its emphasis on equality and inclusion. Julia
Wood (1996) appears to argue similarly when she posits that Roiphe, Sommers, and Wolf
“subscribe to, participate in, and draw strength from” four premises of a larger, ‘centrist’

something else? If Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique marks the beginning of the

second wave in 1963, then maybe feminists can expect a radical breakthrough in 2035. It

may sound absurd, but Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton were both dead by

the time the Nineteenth Amendment was finally ratified. Second-wave feminism existed; it

happened. It has a history, but history exists not only in the past, for the rights and wrongs

of the second wave are the ever-present topic of the feminism of today. Many people may

consider feminism obsolete because it hasn’t moved past the “same old” issues. But I think

that makes feminism even more important than ever. It shows that the issues aren’t dead,

but how we talk about them are. Clearly, there needs to be new rhetorical strategies. For

my part, I have attempted to produce a sort of history of second-wave feminism in a way

that may be useful today, in terms of its representation and negotiation in media texts and

how people responded to those texts. If, as I discussed in the Introduction, feminism is

indeed now experienced primarily in and through the popular, then it’s here where we may

see what’s left of feminism and where it needs to go.

Notes
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narrative of Western culture: 1) The United States is a homogenous culture; 2) Individuals
are autonomous agents; 3) Traditional ‘ways of knowing’ are correct; and 4) Because
feminism does not endorse the first three premises, feminists are “unintellectual, extremist
ideologues” (p. 173).

4. Like Heywood and Drake (1997), most authors distinguish third-wave feminism from
postfeminism, but some such as New York Times writer Wendy Kaminer (1995) have
called Roiphe, Denfeld, Wolf, and Sommers pioneers of the third wave. Lotz (2003)
distinguishes reactionary third wave (what most call post-feminism) from third-world and
postfeminism. Mack-Canty (2004) identifies generational/youth feminism, postcolonial
feminism, and ecofeminism as the three strands of third wave feminism. Holmlund (2005)
refers to academic, chick, and grrrl forms of new feminism. Thus, as blurred as the
distinctions are between second-wave feminisms, the new feminisms seem just as difficult
to decisively label and define.
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